March-May 2019

Vine & Branches
Digging Deeper

All Are Called

Jesus said: I came that you may have life and have it abundantly. This promise is for all people, everywhere!
We discover the abundant life of Jesus as we:
• Respond to the call to follow Jesus. Claim or re-claim your own “Why Jesus?” story.
• Live with an open and generous heart, committing to love and serve as a way of life. We are all called
to recognize that we are inextricably connected to one another, and when we live deeply, loving one
another, we discover true joy. Consider where God is inviting you to see all the people and to go and love.
• Use our gifts in the places we are strategically deployed: our families, our workplaces, and our
communities. Ponder how you can claim your unique gifts and strengths and live out the call God has
placed on your heart.
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Why do I follow
Jesus?

How do I live with
love, compassion,
and justice?

LIVE YOUR
PURPOSE

How do I align my gifts and
strengths to make a difference
in the world? Where am I
strategically deployed?
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About This Resource
At the 2018 Annual Conference, we explored the theme “Discover Joy: Live Deeply!” We focused
on the pathway to a deep, well-lived life, which comes as we abide in Jesus. We connected to our
collective story of how God has named and claimed us, and explored practices that sustain us
and give depth to our spiritual lives.
To help you continue that focus, we’re providing a quarterly “Vine and Branches: Digging Deeper”
resource every three months until the 2019 Annual Conference. We encourage you to use the
monthly practices in these booklets in small groups and with your whole congregation. We hope
they enhance your spiritual life and help you find new ways to discover joy and live deeply in
connection to the vine that is Jesus.
Every month of this booklet is divided into four sections, each focused on a different theme,
scripture, and spiritual practice. Here’s a quick explanation of each of the four sections and how
you might use them:
• GO GATHER: A centering exercise/devotion that’s designed for a committee, ministry team,
or small group to engage in at the beginning of their time together.
• GO BIGGER: An exercise or practice for the whole congregation to engage in.
• GO DEEPER: A learning and discussion opportunity for small groups that want to delve
deeper into the theme, scripture, or spiritual practice and are able to devote a bit more time
to it.
• GO FURTHER: Recommended books, articles, and other resources for those interested in
continuing to explore the month’s spiritual practice and/or theme.
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March
Theme: Abiding in Jesus
Scripture: John 15:12-17
Practice: Centering prayer

GO GATHER (about 15 minutes)
1. As a centering exercise, invite those gathered to
experience contemplative prayer through the use
of Lectio Divina. Introduce the practice of centering
prayer by sharing the background in the sidebar to
the right.
2. Ask people to sit up straight, feet flat on the floor,
hands upright in lap, and to gently close their eyes.
Invite them to take a few deep breaths, in and out,
and to open their hearts and minds to hear the word
of God for them. Let them know you will be reading
this scripture passage from John two times, and as
they listen, they are listening for a sacred word, or
very brief phrase that God is speaking to them.
3. Read John 15:12-17 slowly and meditatively.
After reading it, hold for a minute a silence. After a
minute, say to the group: “Hear this word from John
one more time, and listen for the sacred word that
God is speaking to you this day.” After reading, hold
for a minute of silence. After the minute, invite the
people in the group, still breathing gently in and out,
to meditate on the sacred word or phrase they have
chosen.
4. Set a timer for five minutes, and ask group
members to spend those five minutes gently
repeating that word or phrase to themselves silently
over and over. Tell them when they feel their mind
getting distracted by other thoughts, sounds, or
body sensations, they should gently draw themselves
back to their sacred word or phrase.

Centering prayer
We may think of prayer as
thoughts or feelings expressed
in words. But this is only one
expression. In the Christian
tradition, contemplative prayer
is considered to be the pure
gift of God. It is the opening of
mind and heart—our whole
being—to God, the Ultimate
Mystery, beyond thoughts,
words, and emotions. Through
grace, we open our awareness
to God who we know by faith is
within us, closer than breathing,
closer than thinking, closer
than choosing, closer than
consciousness itself.
Centering prayer is a method
designed to facilitate the
development of contemplative
prayer by preparing our
faculties to receive this gift.
It presents ancient Christian
wisdom teachings in an
updated form. Centering
prayer is not meant to replace
other kinds of prayer; rather, it
casts a new light and depth of
meaning on them. It is at the
same time a relationship with
God and a discipline to foster
that relationship. This method
of prayer is a movement
beyond conversation with
Christ to communion with him.

5. After the five minutes, slowly read John 15:12-17 one more time, slowly and meditatively.
Give people a minute or two to jot down anything that they want to capture and remember
from this prayer experience.
6. If time permits, facilitate a brief open discussion about the experience of centering prayer.
You may want to share a bit more about centering prayer, beyond what’s in the sidebar.
Centering prayer only deepens as people practice it regularly, and the power of centering
prayer is not what happens during the prayer time itself, but how it shapes how we move
through our daily lives: more grounded and more attentive to God.
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GO BIGGER
For a congregational exercise involving silence, try this in worship: At an appropriate time in
the liturgy, read Gunilla Norris’s poem “Sharing Silence” (find it at
https://tinyurl.com/sharedsilence or printed below). Then invite the congregation to sit in
silence, listening to their hearts and to God. It may help to have a quiet meditative piece of
music playing during the silence. Close the silence by offering a word of prayer.

GO DEEPER (about 30 minutes)
1. Watch the TED Talk “The Art of Stillness” by Pico Iver
(find it here: https://tinyurl.com/picoiver).
2. Discuss these questions in response to the TED Talk:
• What is clamoring for your attention today?
• Iver talks about how you can go to the most beautiful places in the world, but the
experience depends on bringing the right mind to it. Do you have appreciative eyes?
How have you experienced what he’s talking about?
• What has been the source of your freshness, joy, and creativity? How alive is that right
now in you?
• How do you keep Sabbath in your life?
• In our world, it feels counter-cultural to think about “going nowhere” and carving out
time and space to be still. And yet, Iver argues that nothing is more urgent to our wellbeing. What’s your reaction to that assertion? How often do you carve out time to be still
and silent?
• What intrigues you about the ideas Iver gives to be still? What is one practice you would
you like to try in the next 30 days?
3. Conclude your discussion by reading this meditation aloud:
“Sharing Silence” by Gunilla Norris
Within each of us there is a silence
—a silence as vast as a universe.
We are afraid of it…and we long for it.
When we experience that silence, we remember
who we are: creatures of the stars, created
from the cooling of this planet, created
from dust and gas, created
from the elements, created
from time and space…created
from silence.
In our present culture,
silence is something like an endangered species…
an endangered fundamental.
The experience of silence is now so rare
that we must cultivate it and treasure it.
This is especially true for shared silence.
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Sharing silence is, in fact, a political act.
When we can stand aside from the usual and
perceive the fundamental, change begins to happen.
Our lives align with deeper values
and the lives of others are touched and influenced.
Silence brings us back to basics, to our senses,
to our selves. It locates us. Without that return
we can go so far away from our true natures
that we end up, quite literally, beside ourselves.
We live blindly and act thoughtlessly.
We endanger the delicate balance which sustains
our lives, our communities, and our planet.
Each of us can make a difference.
Politicians and visionaries will not return us
to the sacredness of life.
That will be done by ordinary men and women
who together or alone can say,
“Remember to breathe, remember to feel,
remember to care,
let us do this for our children and ourselves
and our children’s children.
Let us practice for life’s sake.”

GO FURTHER
•

Everyday Mysticism, an online course to learn more about contemplative Christianity:
https://tinyurl.com/contemplativeclass

•

A Monk Manifesto, a movement of folks committing to practices of contemplation,
compassion, and creativity: https://tinyurl.com/amonkmanifesto; there’s also a visual
expression of the manifesto: https://tinyurl.com/amonkmanifesto-visual

•

Father Thomas Keating teaching videos on centering prayer (on the YouTube website,
https://www.youtube.com/, search for “Thomas Keating, Centering Prayer” to find several).

•

An Altar in the World: A Geography of Faith by Barbara Brown Taylor

•

Simple Ways: Towards the Sacred by Gunilla Norris

•

40 Day Journey with Parker J. Palmer edited by Henry F. French
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April
Theme: Connecting with creation
Scripture: Psalm 65: 9-13 (NRSV)
Practice: Gratitude

GO GATHER (about 20 minutes)
1. As a centering exercise, read Psalm 65: 9-13
(NRSV). You might want to have people read it
responsively.
2. Introduce the practice of finding gratitude in
your surroundings by sharing the background
in the sidebar to the right. Invite people to take
five to 10 minutes to walk around your church
and write down things they appreciate as they
take in their surroundings. Encourage them to
be specific. They might jot down specific people
within the congregation, ministries that the
church participates in, aspects of the building
itself, the faith-building that’s taken place in that
space, or myriad other things they appreciate.
3. When the group comes back together, ask
people to share some of the more significant
or unique things they wrote down. Have them
reflect aloud on this exercise: What was it like?
Were there things they wrote down that they
hadn’t previously thought about or given thanks
for? How did they feel at the end of the exercise?
Is the exercise one that could help them practice
gratitude in their daily lives?

Finding gratitude in
your surroundings
We are inextricably connected
to the world we live in, and if we
pay attention, we see that there
is awe and beauty all around us.
Take five minutes to look around
and give thanks for what you see.
Try to choose different locations
each time you do this—your office,
your bedroom, your neighborhood,
a park, etc. Use your power of
observation and mindfulness to
appreciate everything around you.
Jot down specific things for which
you are grateful.
It’s easy to take things for granted
when you see them every day. On
your bus ride to work, you might
notice the beauty of the passing
architecture or the flowering trees
in the distance. In your kitchen,
you might appreciate that your
cupboards are always stocked
with food—or your kids’ art on the
fridge might make you pause to
appreciate their joyful spirits and
creativity. At the office, you might
appreciate specific coworkers who
are part of your team. Appreciating
what you take for granted will help
you develop a grateful disposition.

4. Encourage those gathered to spend five minutes each day for the remainder of the month
finding gratitude in their surroundings—and either writing down things they appreciate and/
or taking photos of the beauty they notice around them. Conclude your gathering time by
reading this poem aloud:
“When I Am Among Trees” by Mary Oliver
When I am among the trees,
especially the willows and the honey locust,
equally the beech, the oaks, and the pines,
they give off such hints of gladness.
I would almost say that they save me, and daily.

7

I am so distant from the hope of myself,
in which I have goodness, and discernment,
and never hurry through the world
but walk slowly, and bow often.
Around me the trees stir in their leaves
and call out, “Stay awhile.”
The light flows from their branches.
And they call again, “It’s simple,”
they say, “and you, too, have come
into the world to do this, to go easy,
to be filled with light, and to shine.”

GO BIGGER
Water covers more than 70 percent of the Earth’s surface. Water sustains all living creatures,
and through the sacrament of baptism, it is used to convey God’s saving grace, the forgiveness
of our sins, and new life in Jesus. Water is life. Invite each person to bring a small amount of
water from somewhere special to them—their home, a lake or pond, or another source—and
to pour it into a large bowl as part of a worship service. Talk about how the combined water
symbolizes our shared faith and the part we each play in God’s beautiful creation. Pray over
the water, and thank God for the water of life. Then invite each person to come up to reach a
hand into the water, touch their forehead, and remember their baptism.

GO DEEPER (about 20 minutes)
1. Watch the seven-minute video of Rev. Dottie Yunger, a United Methodist Earthkeeper,
talking about how she worked to find a solution to food scarcity in her community (find it
here: http://tinyurl.com/dottieyunger).
2. Discuss these questions in response to the video:
• What do “creation care” and “environmental justice” mean to you? How do they relate to
or inform your faith?
• What ideas or questions does this video inspire in your own community or context?
• What’s an environmental justice or creation care issue (or any other issue) in your
community? How might you and your church get involved in addressing that issue?
• Dottie Yunger initially thought the solution to the problem facing her community was
a messaging campaign to let people know about the dangers of eating diseased fish
from the river. When she listened to the anglers catching and eating the fish, however,
she discovered that the problem was food scarcity—not messaging. How are you and
your church learning about needs within your community? Who are you talking with and
listening to outside of your church’s walls? Which people or groups could you be more
intentional about seeking out?
• Which community partners is your church working with and/or could your church work
with to address pressing needs in your community?
3. Conclude your discussion by reading this blessing aloud:
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“To Learn From Animal Being” by John O’Donohue
Nearer to the earth’s heart,
Deeper within its silence:
Animals know this world
In a way we never will.
We who are ever
Distanced and distracted
By the parade of bright
Windows thought opens:
Their seamless presence
Is not fractured thus.
Stranded between time
Gone and time emerging,
We manage seldom
To be where we are:
Whereas they are always
Looking out from
The here and now.
May we learn to return
And rest in the beauty
Of animal being,
Learn to lean low,
Leave our locked minds,
And with freed senses
Feel the earth
Breathing with us.
May we enter
Into lightness of spirit,
And slip frequently into
The feel of the wild.
Let the clear silence
Of our animal being
Cleanse our hearts
Of corrosive words.
May we learn to walk
Upon the earth
With all their confidence
And clear-eyed stillness
So that our minds
Might be baptized
In the name of the wind
And the light and the rain.
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GO FURTHER
• United Methodist Creation Care Summit website, which contains a variety of resources for
individuals and congregations: http://www.umcreationcaresummit.org
• “Blessed Earth: Inspiring Faithful Stewardship of All Creation” website: http://www.
blessedearth.org
• “Creation Justice Ministries” website: http://www.creationjustice.org
• “Advanced Gratitude Journaling: 5 Practices for Increased Happiness” from The Chopra
Center (find it here: http://tinyurl.com/gratitudepractices-chopra)
• The Gratitude Diaries: How a Year Looking on the Bright Side Can Transform Your Life
by Janice Kaplan
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May
Theme: Living with purpose
Scripture: Micah 6:8 (NIV)
Practice: Spiritual fasting

GO GATHER (about 10 minutes)
1. As a centering exercise, read this adapted
version of the Lord’s Prayer:
O Lord,
who is in us here on earth,
holy is your name
in the hungry
who share their bread and song.
Your Kingdom come,
which is a generous land
that flows with milk and honey.
Let us do your will,
standing up when all are sitting down,
and raising our voice when all are silent.
You are giving us our daily bread
in the song of the bird and the miracle of the corn.
Forgive us
for keeping silent in the face of injustice,
and for burying our dreams,
for not sharing bread and wine,
love and land,
among us, now.
Don’t let us fall into temptation
of shutting the door through fear;
of resigning ourselves to hunger and injustice;
of taking up the same arms as the enemy.
But deliver us from evil.
Give us the perseverance and the solidarity
to look for love,
even if the path has not yet been trodden,
even if we fall;
so we shall have known your kingdom
which is being built for ever and ever.
Amen.
—Central American Lord’s Prayer (shortened),
from Bread of Tomorrow: Prayers for the Church
Year, edited by Janet Morley

Spiritual fasting
Fasting is a powerful tool for spiritual
growth. It involves giving something
up for a designated period of time
in order to focus our attention on
God and making room for God to
speak to us. Fasting is found in both
the Old and New Testaments of the
Bible and is referenced more than 50
times. In the Old Testament, it was
often a way of expressing grief or a
means of humbling one’s self before
the Lord. In the New Testament, it
was a means to grow closer to God
through mediating and focusing on
God. Fasting, when accompanied
by prayer, can help us listen to God
and strengthen our intimacy with
God. Many people think of fasting
as abstaining from food, and while
giving up a favorite food for a period
of time or forgoing an entire meal
are certainly worthwhile practices,
here are a few other ideas for fasting:
• Social media: Log out of your
accounts for a period of time, and
spend that time being present with
God—praying and listening.
• Television or movies: Take a break
from a weekly favorite and use the
time to pray or read the Bible.
• Secular music: Instead of listening
to top hits on the radio, choose to
listen to hymns or worship songs
that draw you closer to God—or
turn the radio off and spend that
time in prayer.
• Going out: Look at your calendar
and pick a night when you’d usually
go out to eat or to some other
social engagement. Instead, spend
the time diving into Scripture.
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2. Distribute the handout at the end of this booklet that has the heart and shape of
Minnesota, and invite individuals to jot notes or doodle in response to the questions.
3. Come back as a group, and invite people to share something they discerned about where
they are called or strategically deployed.
4. Encourage those gathered to try some type of fasting over the next week—whether it’s
abstaining from a meal or giving up a favorite television show in favor of prayerful time.
5. Conclude your gathering time by reading this poem aloud:
“Loaves and Fishes” by David Whyte
This is not
the age of information.
This is not
the age of information.
Forget the news,
and the radio,
and the blurred screen.
This is the time of loaves
and fishes.
People are hungry,
and one good word is bread
for a thousand.

GO BIGGER
Engage members of your congregation in exploring how they are strategically deployed as
disciples of Jesus. Print a large map of your community or region, and put it up in a visible
and well-trafficked space in your church. Make markers, push pins, or small Post-it tabs
available next to it. Ask each person to think about where they live, work, go to school,
volunteer, and/or play—and invite them to mark (using whatever tool you provide) those
locations on the map. Show the congregation how expansive your collective mission field
is, and invite each person to be mindful and intentional about sharing the love of Jesus, and
their own faith stories, in the places where they are individually deployed.
OR
Invite members of your congregation to fast one meal each week over the next month—and
give the money that would have been used on that meal to Feed My Starving Children or
another ministry that feeds people.

GO DEEPER (about 40 minutes)
1. Watch Rev. Tyler Sit’s sermon given at the 2018 Minnesota Annual Conference (find it here:
http://tinyurl.com/tylersit).
2. Discuss these questions in response to the sermon (perhaps first in small groups and then
with the larger group):
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• What’s a time when you’ve felt expelled, rejected, dismissed, or brokenhearted? How did
you love God and feel God’s love through that experience?
• What would your community look like if its only guiding principle was love?
• Sit said, “Leadership is what happens when the hunger for change is greater than the fear
of messing up.” What change are you hungering for, and how are you giving attention to
that change?
• Sit said, “God is planting in your life a world that you cannot imagine.” God called him to
plant a church focused on environmental justice. What is God planting in your life? What
is God planting in the life of your congregation?
• What’s your reaction to the idea that Jesus cannot be contained by the smallness of our
fears? Is there a fear that you’re trying to overcome or let go of or hand over to God?
• Sit said, “I will not be afraid to leave where God has brought me in order to see where God
is going.” Where is God leading you? What is God calling you to do or be?
3. Conclude by reading aloud this prayer from Discipleship Ministries, based on Micah 6:8
(consider doing a responsive reading):
Give us, o Lord, an eye for injustice.
For it is only when are able to recognize injustice and feel its awful sting that we will be moved
to make things right.
Give us, o Lord, a tender heart.
Sometimes we are too hard-hearted to recognize when we have been uncaring, unfeeling, or
unkind.
Grant us, o Lord the ability to view life from the dust.
All our lives we have been taught to make others proud, to be proud of ourselves, to hold our
heads high—all the while missing the virtues of being poor in spirit.
Teach us dear Lord, to do justice, love kindness, and to walk humbly with you. Amen.

GO FURTHER
• “Fasting and Freedom” article on the Upper Room website: https://tinyurl.com/
fastingandfreedom
• “Chuck Knows Church: Fasting” video: https://tinyurl.com/chuckknows-fasting
• Fasting: Spiritual Freedom Beyond Our Appetites by Lynne M. Baab
• Talking With God: What to Say When You Don’t Know How to Pray by Adam Weber
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Heart and Purpose
Reflect on these questions, and jot notes or doodle in the space below.

What breaks your heart?

Where are you called
to action or service in
the world?

What does it mean to live with
an open heart? How are you
living with love, grace, and
gratitude?

Where are you strategically
deployed to share the good
news of Jesus Christ and
uniquely contribute to the
world around you?
Think about home, church,
school, work, community
gathering spots, and other
places you find yourself.
All of these constitute your
personal mission field.

