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Executive Director’s Corner

Engage
declining health. He ended up moving
to the very same assisted living facility as
the other member’s mother, where they
continue to see each other on occasion.
God Engages Too
It isn’t only clutches and lovers that
engage—God does too. It is the story
we tell this time of year—God so loving
the world that He chooses to engage
the service. But he showed up, and it
with it. This is a story not unique to
made enough of an impression that 30
Doug Wysockey-Johnson
Christianity; there are other versions told
years later I can tell you the color of
by other cultures and religions as well.
the suit he wore that day. That is what
But the Christian version is the story
embodied engagement does.You don’t
Lumunos is grounded in. It is the story I
forget when someone shows up for you.
t is a great word, engage. It is a word
have fallen in love with. (And, by the way,
that has multiple meanings, almost all
thanks to Angier Brock for once again
Advent
of them positive. We meet together
helping us engage this story in our Advent
As we enter more deeply into the
and call it “an engagement.” Meet
Reflections, which you will find in these
mystery and bedlam of this season, it is
pages and online.)
together often enough, and
worth asking: Where do you want to
God’s engagement
who knows? You might fall in
engage? With whom? How? As always, it
In the best of all
with the world shows
love and get engaged. Moving
may require a bit of disengaging before
worlds, we reflect on
what it means to
from the emotive to the
you have the space for a deeper kind of
embody presence and to
our priorities and
engagement.You may need to stop doing
automotive, when a clutch or
incarnate love. These are
before you start doing. This brings us
some engine part interlocks
various calls, we
fancy pants words that
back to the reflect aspect of our mission.
with another (and here I am
connect with others
basically mean to show
In closing, let me say how grateful I
venturing WAY out of my
and God, then we
up. It is the ultimate
am
for your engagement with Lumunos
comfort zone), we say that it
answer to the questions:
motor
forward
into
this
past year. Mostly on Zoom, you have
“engages.” It is a necessary
How am I going to really
shown
up at Lumunos events, encouraging
the
world
to
engage
process to propel an engine
demonstrate that I love
us
with
your presence and sharing your
in a whole variety
forward. If your clutch doesn’t
these people? How can I
stories with each other. By sharing your
engage, you aren’t going to get
of ways.
model what real presence
feedback, both positive and negative,
very far.
looks like? God’s
you have made us better able to address
And here at Lumunos we have been
showing up in the world is a remarkable
the needs of the world. By sharing your
using the word as a part of our theme
act of engagement—one that we can echo
resources, you have “engaged the clutch” to
this year: Get Well, Stay Well: Reflect,
in our own limited human ways.
help us move forward. By
Connect and Engage. In the best of all
I remember my
praying for us, you have
worlds, we reflect on our priorities and
grandfather’s funeral many
As always, it may
given us boosts out of
various calls, we connect with others and
years ago. Because of where
nowhere, moments when
require
a
bit
of
God, then we motor forward into the
I was seated, I couldn’t really
we felt inspired with our
disengaging before
world to engage in a whole variety of
see who was in attendance
work.
ways. It is our great privilege to witness
you have the space
until I got up to speak. When
We are more than
you all doing this in a variety of ways.
I did, I noticed sitting in the
for a deeper kind
excited about where our
We even saw this taking place within our
back was my brother-in-law.
mission will take us next
of engagement.You
“LumZoom” (online event) community.
I don’t know that he ever
year and look forward
may need to stop
Two of the members of our online
met my grandfather. His
to hearing the ways you
doing before you
dreamwork group happened to live in
attendance at the service
continue to reflect, connect,
the same city. Though complete strangers
meant spending hours
start doing.
and engage.
prior to meeting online, several months
crossing Chicago on a busy
ago, one member dropped by the house of
day. After the service, he
another to check-in with him after he’d
waited in a long line to greet us. I don’t
Doug Wysockey-Johnson is the Executive Director of Lumunos.
opted out of the group. The man who’d
think he even stayed for the egg salad
He lives with his family in Richmond, VT, and can be reached at
stopped attending did so because of his
sandwiches in the church basement after
doug@lumunos.org.
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Holly and Jolly
(excerpted from the book
Love in a Time of Crisis)
By Vivian Elaine Johnson

A

s Christmas approached, I began to think about
decorating our home, especially as I listened to the
words on one of our CDs: “Deck the halls with
boughs of holly, Fa, la, la, la, la, la, la, la, la.”
Deck the halls! I’ve always enjoyed decorating for
Christmas. But our situation was different now. With an apartment
of 734 square feet, we did not have much space and certainly no
halls in which to hang holly. Besides, would we have any guests
to see them? Well, I decided, I’ll put up a few decorations, George
liked them, and in the future he may not have the same capacity to
enjoy them due to his progressing dementia. I would do it for him.
The maintenance man, the personification of patience, dragged
out the Christmas box from storage. I opened it. It emitted a
musky odor from being tucked away in a dark cupboard for a
year. What should I take out to put on the coffee table? I thought.
There was the pure-white ceramic holy family, a gift from our
wedding attendants, Bruce and Gloria. Memories floated out
as I placed it in the center of the table. I saw the glass snowball
candleholders that we purchased the year we lived in Sweden.
More memories resurfaced as they graced the table. Joan gave
me this shiny angel. Nan and Ian presented us with these elegant
candleholders for our fiftieth wedding anniversary. With more
memories coming up, I was having fun.
George gingerly entered the room, sat in his favorite chair with
the worn armrests, and watched. I unwrapped the eucalyptus tree
candleholders, a wedding gift from fifty-nine years ago. George
asked about them with eyes that betrayed his lack of recall. They
looked just right standing on the ancient table acquired from
George’s mother. The five angels inscribed with our grandchildren’s

names smiled at us from their new perch on top of the bookcase.
The next item I pulled out was precious: the first nativity set my
son, Todd, and I bought. We found it at Woolworth’s, a five-anddime store in Minneapolis. Our funds were limited in those days,
so the figures were small, and we could afford only one wise man
rather than the traditional three. Surprisingly, the sixty-year-old set
has survived, except Joseph has a chip on his forehead, which was
better than a chip on his shoulder, I suppose.
As I unwrapped each item, George’s surprise indicated that he
thought it was new. I felt a deep sadness at his loss of memory and
connection to the past. He, however, enjoyed the present—which
must have been a fun day for him, I imagined—with all the new
Christmas baubles.
One of my favorite nativity sets is the one with Joseph leading
a donkey carrying Mary and baby Jesus. If you look closely, you’ll
see Jesus is sucking his thumb. It portrays the holy family fleeing
the violence of Israel after the birth of Jesus. As any refugee
knows, in the midst of fear a thumb can be of comfort to a child.
These figures, in all their charm, now sat on our entrance table.
Another favorite was on the kitchen counter: my friend Sharon
made the stuffed cloth figures, each eight to ten inches tall. I love
the funky cow looking adoringly at Jesus in his straw manger.
We once had over fifty nativity sets, many of them gifts. Most
are now living in our daughters’ homes. A young visitor said, with
great appreciation, to one of our daughters, “You sure have a lot
of Jesus’s family in your house!”
Continued on page 10
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Reflections During Advent:
Seeking the Holy Through Our Senses
By Angier Brock

O

nce again Advent calls us to pay attention to our lives, to
“keep awake” so as not to miss God’s presence with us,
for the Holy often comes in surprising ways.These 2021
reflections invite us to use our five senses as set forth by
Aristotle—taste, touch, smell, sight, and sound—as one way to seek the
presence and action of the Holy during this Advent season.

Advent I: Seeking the Holy
Through What We See
November 28, 2021

from Luke 21:25–36. “There will be signs…. Then they will see
the Son of Man coming in a cloud…. Look at the fig tree and all the
trees…. When you see these things taking place, you know that the
kingdom of God is near.”
Recently my 16-year-old granddaughter Lucy and I have been
texting each other at day’s end to name something from the day
that brought us joy, piqued our curiosity, or otherwise aroused our
gratitude or delight. Often that involves simply naming something
we have seen with no further comment.Venus, Saturn, and Jupiter,
all in tonight’s sky, I text. Super clear lake water, she texts back. I
love this daily engagement with a beloved granddaughter. I also
appreciate the fact that the practice invites me to closer observation
of the world around me.
The Gospel reading for the first Sunday in Advent does a similar
thing. In it, Jesus urges his disciples to pay attention to their world.
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“Look,” he says. “See.” And then he goes a step further, inviting them
not only to observe, but also to reflect on what they have seen.
Observing and reflecting—seeing with our eyes and then seeing
more deeply with our “mind’s eye,” or intuition, or inner spirit—is
a good discipline for Advent, a good way to seek out the Holy at
work in our lives. Over the four weeks of Advent, there will be
much to take in visually: holiday decorations, shiny ornaments and
other treasures brought out of storage and placed just so, greeting
cards, holiday clothes, stained recipe cards we use only at this time
of year (some written, perhaps, in the familiar hand of a loved one
no longer with us), and Advent wreaths with their purple candles.
Also, there are the lists—grocery lists, gift lists, wish lists, “to do”
lists. For all of Advent’s wanting to be a quiet, reflective season, it
can easily become an overly busy one filled with distractions.
I find that one way to slow down is to spend a few minutes
each day pondering just one thing I have seen, one thing that has
brought me joy, piqued my curiosity, or otherwise aroused my
gratitude or delight. For instance, going back to my text to Lucy
about the planets, I think about that image and ask it to speak to
me of God. What comes to me is what I call the “dance of the
universe” that God has built into creation, a dance characterized by
both change and constancy. The planets move apart and grow closer
together at different times and in different configurations. Their
positions change in relation to each other, other heavenly bodies,
and the tiny pinprick of life on planet Earth that is me. But the
constancy of each one’s moving in its own orbit does not.
As we near the end of another year that has been filled with all
manner of chaos and insanity, I find reassurance in the interplay
of change and constancy. Much of the year’s news has involved

changes that are destructive, demeaning, worrisome—pandemic,
ecological and environmental disasters, political unrest, racial
tension, economic disparity. But if I can back away from all of that
and see a larger picture—the sun coming up each morning, the
moon turning through its seasons, the York River running to the
Chesapeake Bay on its way to the Atlantic Ocean, and the many
good people of this earth continuing to do good, sacrificial, honest,
creative work—I can begin to catch my breath and remember
that God abides. God is coming, yes, bringing goodness and light,
newness and hope. And also: God is already here.
What about you? What have you seen in the last twenty-four
hours that makes you smile, or wonder, or feel grateful? When you
reflect on what you saw, what aspects of God come to mind? If you
are a journal keeper, write down what you saw, along with a sentence
or two about how and where the Holy is present in your life.

Advent II: Seeking the Holy Through Sound
and Silence
December 5, 2021

from Luke 3:1–6: John went into the region around the Jordan,
proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, as it
is written in the book of the words of the prophet Isaiah, “The voice of
one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make
his paths straight.’”
If last Sunday’s Gospel appealed to our sense of sight, this
Sunday’s appeals to our sense of hearing. John the Baptist is busy
“proclaiming.” He points back in time to the words of Isaiah, who
spoke of a voice in the wilderness crying, “Prepare the way of the
Lord.” Now, thousands of years later, what do we hear, and how
might it point to God?
Among the things I most enjoy hearing are birdsong, music, and,
of course, the voices of beloved family and friends. Also, the wind
in the trees, the water of the York River lapping against the land,
the snoring of my dog Joey, the whisper of falling snow, and the
crackle of a cozy fire. And, when I am very still, the in-and-out
sounds of my own breathing that remind me that I am alive, my
breath given to me as a grace. It is easy for me to think such sounds
are holy ones.
What sounds do you love to hear? What sounds do you consider
holy?
Later today I will hear pots, pans, and dishes clanking, and the
hum of the microwave oven turntable revolving. I will hear tap
water running from the spigot and soap squishing between my
fingers, and the clatter of the ice maker dumping the latest batch
of cubes. Throughout the day, I will hear human voices, face-toface, or over the phone. If I run errands, I will hear the click of my
car unlocking and the mechanical sound of its engine starting and
running. I may hear horns or a siren, and it is possible I will hear
an airplane or helicopter in flight. Somewhere I will probably hear
the tinny sound of Christmas songs blasting from store speakers. In
my car or my kitchen, I will listen as NPR commentators give the
news, weather, and traffic reports. These are all ordinary sounds. I
think of them as sounds of sufficiency, for they indicate that I am
surrounded by what I need to sustain me. They are sounds I take
for granted—and they are also sounds of privilege. Not everyone

gets to hear these sounds, much less to call them “ordinary.” They
are thus sounds that, when I stop to think about them, remind me
to feel grateful. Any one of them might also be a holy sound that
could convey something about the providence and mercy of God.
As I write this, however, it is early morning, and I actually hear
very little with my ears. My dog is asleep in another room where
I cannot hear his snoring or his dreamy yips. I mainly hear the
tapping of my fingers on the keyboard as I type, the muffled hum
of distant work traffic, and the raucous cry of an occasional crow
greeting the day. Are they holy sounds, too?
Probably. However, at the moment, I am not paying them much
attention, for there is quite a noisy conversation going on in my
head. That is what I hear most right now: my own inner chatter.
To be honest, it does not seem very holy, though I am hoping that
it will give me enough nudges and hunches to get some words
written down for this week’s Advent reflection. In my mind, I hear
not only Isaiah and John the Baptist but also living prophets and
priests who have also spoken about God. I even hear bits of my
own voice as I remember past years when I talked about staying
awake during Advent. I get into an inner argument about whether
I have anything to say this year, and I try to ignore the voice telling
me I don’t. I also hear the highly convincing claim that in 2021,
no one needs any more words, for we have all heard too many this
year—too many analyses, too many dire predictions, too much
misinformation, too many lies, too much blaming, too much hate,
too much desperation
Aha! Perhaps that is exactly it. Perhaps what is needed is not
more words but more silence. The 16th-century Christian mystic,
St. John of the Cross, wrote that “silence is God’s first language.”
Four centuries later, Howard Thurman, a modern Christian mystic,
wrote that “[I]n the stillness of the quiet, if we listen, we can hear
the whisper of the heart giving strength to weakness, courage to
fear, hope to despair.”
There. That is what I want to hear this morning—that whisper
of the heart that Thurman describes. I admit that, when God speaks
in the “first language” of silence, I am not a very good translator.
However, even if I do not understand the “words” of silence, I can
sit in silence. Will that whisper of the heart come, and if it does, will
it give strength to my weakness, courage to my fear, hope to my
despair? I will not know unless I listen. And so, for a few minutes, I
lift my fingers from the keys. I lean back in my chair and close my
eyes. I sit in the silence and wait.
What about you? What have you heard today, whether from
sound or silence, that reminds you to be alert to the Holy coming
into your life? Again, if you are a journal keeper, write down the
words, or the sounds, or the moment. Then add a few sentences, or
questions, about what you think God is saying to you, or asking of
you, or hoping for you. Sit in silence for a few moments, holding
those thoughts lightly. Then get up and go about your day, open to
discovering what will happen next.    

Advent III: Seeking the Holy
Through the Tactile
December 12, 2021

from Luke 3:7–18: “Even now the ax is lying at the root of the trees;
every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into
the fire.”
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Reflections: Continued from page 5
The Gospel for Advent 3 contains a number of tactile images.
Some of them draw on the four elements of classical Greek
thought—earth, air, fire, and water. Fire and water are explicitly
mentioned. “Earth” is suggested by the word “stones.” “Air” is
implied in the image of “winnowing,” an action that, in biblical
days, would have involved throwing grain into the air and letting
wind blow away the unusable chaff. Other images suggestive of
touch include coats, the untying of sandals, and an ax lying at the
root of the trees, ready to cut down the one that does not bear
good fruit. We know, or can imagine, how each of those things
would feel—and at least one of them (being cut down) would not
feel good.
My entire life I have felt at home in the natural world, even in
the dark. Late summer evening walks can be especially delightful
when cooler temperatures provide relief from the day’s heat. And
so, it was last June when I went out, close to dark (and without a
flashlight), for a walk on a neighborhood road. One particular block
is narrow, with houses set back from the street and woods on both
sides. On that stretch, I hugged the left edge of the pavement in
case a car came along. Suddenly I felt a sharp sting on the outside
of my right ankle. What on earth? I turned, and by my cell phone’s
light, saw the answer: I had just been bitten by a copperhead.
Physically, I was fortunate. The copperhead had not delivered a
full dose of venom. I needed only a tetanus shot and twenty-one
hours in the hospital for observation. As it turned out, the physical
healing was the easy part. I was fine. I kept telling everyone that,
myself included. Except for some residual swelling, I was fine. No
real damage done. I was lucky. I was fine. Truly, I was just fine.
Except that I wasn’t. What I did not acknowledge to myself or
anyone else is that I felt like I had been struck at my roots by an
ax—not physically, but emotionally. I felt betrayed by the world I
love. I felt wary of walking outdoors, even in broad daylight. I felt
emotionally and spiritually out of kilter. Had I been birding when
I was bitten, I might have made sense of the bite. But to have been
bitten on a residential road, one that I knew well, at nine o’clock
at night by a venomous snake that must have been at least four feet
out into the pavement—that seemed unfathomable. With that one
bite, the outdoor world had become treacherous.
I did some reading about copperheads. They are nocturnal, and
on a cool night, a still-warm street would of course be the perfect
place for them to wait for prey. I don’t know why I didn’t know
that before, but as new knowledge, the information helped me
make some intellectual sense of the event. However, the knowledge
did little to ease my anxiety or to heal the damage done to my
spirit. I kept looking for a way to make meaning out of the
snakebite. I recalled that, in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus told his disciples
to “be wise as serpents and innocent as doves.” I began wondering
if the copperhead might have delivered some wisdom along with
its venom.
I cannot explain exactly how everything unfolded—it wasn’t
a very linear process. But here’s the gist. I finally turned to my
journal and wrote about the experience. I went back through the
evening step by step, reliving the shock of the sting, letting myself
admit my profound sense of betrayal. Only this time, I imagined
that Jesus was walking with me. As I wrote, my tears came, tears I
had been holding back for weeks while I pretended to be fine. I
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wept as I admitted the truth about my sense of betrayal, my fear and
anxiety. Jesus listened, and he held me and my tears.
A day or two later, I recalled that a copperhead’s skin is often
described as having an hourglass pattern—a symbol of the passing
of time. I started thinking about my age and about what I still
want to do before my time runs out. I was acutely aware that I
had promised to send anthem texts to two different composers—
but even before the snakebite, I had lost my nerve to write. As I
thought about that, along with the journal entry about Jesus and
the image of the hourglass on the snake’s skin, some inner block got
shaken loose. It was as though something holy had broken through.
After a two-year delay, within two weeks, I mailed a text to one of
the composers. The other text is underway, and once again I can
walk outdoors, free of anxiety, even in the evening, again without a
flashlight.
What about you? Many of us have been hurt by touch. Some of
us have been healed by it. Who or what touches you now? Who or
what is in need of your touch? Be aware of the tactile this week.
If you want, write about a particular experience with touch—but
first, invite Jesus to be there with you as you write.

Advent IV: Seeking the Holy Through Our
Sense of Taste
December 19, 2021

from Luke 1:39–55: The Mighty One has … filled the hungry with
good things.
from Psalm 80:5: You have fed them with the bread of tears….
In today’s Gospel, Mary sings of God’s filling the hungry with
“good things.” Probably most of us can think of certain traditional
foods— “good things”—we count on to celebrate various holidays
and holy days. That said, I don’t know of a single traditional dish
that marks the liturgical season of Advent. (If you do, I’d love to
hear about it). However, I can think of many Advent hours spent
preparing foods to give away or to eat when Christmas finally came
around.
For example, growing up, I used to help my mother make sugar
cookies in the weeks preceding Christmas. What a thrill to take
the cookie cutter collection out of storage, roll out dough, and
transfer shapes of trees and stars and angels to cookie sheets. What a
delight to sprinkle them with colored sugar or decorate them with
icing and small, edible silver balls. After the cookies were baked and
had cooled, we stored them in wide-mouthed 2-gallon glass jars
until we packaged them for delivery to friends and neighbors. I
remember using great care to place the crisp cookies into those jars
without breaking them.
For me and perhaps for you as well, Christmas gifts often involve
good things to eat: homemade jams and jellies, fresh-baked bread,
savory roasted nuts, assortments of fruits and cheeses. Food is life. It
not only celebrates, it also conveys hospitality, sympathy, concern,
and love. Some foods are thought to bring good luck. Some foods
have healing properties.
Food is also a hallmark of our interdependence. My mother

and I were the ones who baked those dozens of cookies, but first
someone else had to plant and harvest and mill the wheat, raise
and milk the cow and churn the butter, harvest and process the
cane that yielded the sugar. Someone had to get the ingredients to
the market and onto the grocer’s shelves. Someone had to supply
the energy for the oven in which we baked them; someone had to
make the oven, and the glass jars; and someone had to—well, you
get the picture. Even if we grow most of our own food, where did
the seed come from, or the water, or the sunlight, or the amazing
process of photosynthesis? No matter what the “good things” are
that feed us, every bite we take—even the impersonal bites of fast
foods or reheated frozen dinners—can remind us of two things:
first, that as human beings, we are interdependent; and secondly,
that we are not alone.
What might that suggest about God? What might that suggest
about what is holy?
In contrast to the “good things” of the Gospel, the psalm
appointed for today, mentions “the bread of tears.” Many of us
know what that means, especially at this time of year. Loss of loved
ones through death or divorce; changes in our physical or financial
circumstances; pandemic disruptions to our home, church, or work
lives; anxiety about the future of our world, our nation, current and
future generations of children —these things weigh on us. These
things are hard. No beautiful sugar cookie or lovely charcuterie
board can assuage the grief they bring.
But could it be that even our “bread of tears” can remind us that
the Holy is present with us, despite—or maybe because of—our
worry, anger, and pain? Can the “bread of tears” itself thus be a
possible source of nourishment? Could the “bread of tears” point to
the same two truths from a completely different direction: first, that
we are interdependent; and secondly, that we are not alone?
I am not sure what the answer to that is, and I do not want to
glibly reach for one. But whatever we have to eat, whatever the taste
in our mouths at the moment, I wonder if we can sit expectantly
with it this fourth week of Advent. Perhaps the journal keepers
among us will write about it. My prayer is that we may each give
thanks, not only for having food but also for being able to taste it and
be nourished by it, remembering that we are interdependent and
that we are not alone. And may the food we eat give us strength and
courage to take whatever next steps we need to take.

Christmas Eve/Day: Seeking the Holy Through
Our Sense of Smell
December 24–25, 2021

from Luke 2:1–20. Mary gave birth to her firstborn son and
wrapped him in bands of cloth and laid him in a manger because
there was no place for them in the inn…. When the angels had left
the shepherds had gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one
another, “Let us go now to Bethlehem and see this thing that has
taken place, which the Lord has made known to us.”
At last, we arrive at Christmas, and the final of Aristotle’s five
senses: smell. When I think of smell in conjunction with Luke’s
telling of the Christmas story, I think of the Virginia State Fair held
every fall on the outskirts of my hometown. There were many
smells there, including mouth-watering ones from food vendors—

savory fried onions and green peppers at one stall, enticing cotton
candy and funnel cakes at others—as well as the comforting scent
of sawdust and woodchips spread over the fairgrounds themselves.
My favorite, though, has always been the scent of the livestock
exhibition building. It’s a barn smell, complex and hard to describe.
Mixed in with the feral and musky smells of the animals are the
sweet scent of fresh hay and the earthy odors of manure, wood, dirt,
canvas, and leather. The resulting fragrance is one I’ve never known
to be included at church Christmas pageants. That is a shame,
I think, for barn smells are probably the first odors that wafted
into the tiny nostrils of the new-born babe at Bethlehem when
he was swaddled and laid to sleep in a manger. Other odors he
encountered in his first weeks of life include the aromatic ones of
frankincense (“woodsy, sweet and warm”) and myrrh (“a little like
licorice”), each one earthy-smelling and resinous because of being
derived from tree sap. But as of Christmas Day, the Magi haven’t
yet arrived, and so those exotic fragrances mentioned in Matthew’s
account of the birth are not yet on the scene.
Some folks find smell to be the most evocative of our five senses.
Certainly, smells can transport me through both time and space.
When I smell pine tags heated by the summer sun, for a fleeting
moment I am with my grandmother nearly seven decades ago on
the porch of a cabin in the dunes of Seashore State Park. If I catch
a whiff of Scotch whiskey, it is the summer of 1967, and I am in
Oxford, England, studying Elizabethan history and drama. I love
the briny smell of the ocean, the impossible sweetness of spring
gardenia blossoms, the surprise fragrance of winter honeysuckle
with its inconspicuous blossoms that release a fragrance far out
of proportion to their size. At this time of year, I love the smell of
fresh greens, and I often burn candles scented with balsam and fir. I
believe that each one of these scents, along with many others, could
make for interesting reflections about God and about where and
how the Holy has appeared in my life.
What about you? Do you have similar experiences with
fragrances? Which ones evoke strong memories? Which ones
appeal to you now? How might a fragrance of this season speak
to you regarding how the Holy is being born in you this day, this
moment? Again, if you are a journal keeper, make a list of some of
the seasonal smells you love. Pick a favorite and write about how it
speaks to you of God’s coming to dwell in you.
Merry Christmas.
Are you interested in using your five senses as a way to deepen your
experience of the Advent Season? Join Angier Brock for an online Advent
Retreat on Saturday, December 11th from 12-1:30pm EST. To learn
more or register online, go to www.lumunos.org/upcoming

Angier Brock is a former long-time board member of Lumunos, songwriter,
and women’s ministry leader. These days she is doing some freelance writing and
editing, birding, being a Virginia Master Naturalist, and grandmothering.
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Lumunary

What is Life-Giving
Through the years, Faith at Work/Lumunos has remained vibrant in
an ever-changing world because of the community of people who have
been part of our work.We have been blessed by these “Lumunaries”.
Lumunaries are people who embody the values of Lumunos – people who
are using their gifts and living their call (or figuring out how to do so);
people who value authentic relationships and continue to grow spiritually.
Lumunaries are also people who have supported Lumunos and advanced
our mission in one way or the other. In this issue, we’re featuring retiring
Board member, longtime Lumunos champion, and Stewardship Mission
Committee member, Peter Nelson.

P

ete Nelson lives with his wife René just north of Chicago
in Evanston, Illinois. They are the parents of three children
Tyler (Siobhan), Kajsa, and Carlton, as well as grandparents
to Sylvan, a six-month-old baby boy. Pete and René have
been married for 34 years and have lived in the Chicago area for
most of their lives. Pete has been a self-employed carpenter and
general contractor for the last 28 years. He and his team focus on
high quality large renovations and rehabs of older homes. All of
their team’s work comes from word of mouth as they base their
business principles on honesty, integrity, and in building strong
working relationships with their clients and subcontractors.
Aside from work, Pete loves being outside. He is rejuvenated
by fly fishing, creating something in the garden, being near water,
reading and spending time with family and friends. Some of the
best experiences of his life have taken place on opposite coasts
in rural Maine and on Vashon Island, Washington. These vacation
experiences have been a great source of connection with extended
family, which is now being enjoyed by the fourth generation. These
times give Pete and René and their children a broader sense of
geography, culture, and a way to live gratefully in God’s creation.
Becca: Tell me a little bit about your story of call and purpose
and work in the world.
Pete: I’ll start with a little more about those vacations you
mentioned in the introduction. I feel very fortunate that
throughout my whole life, it has been a family priority to
vacation with extended family of multiple generations. Growing
up, it was the highlight of the year. We were with our cousins,
which was great because they were also our best friends. It was
a formative time because not only were we loved and cared for,
but the older generations were modeling values for us. Those
of us in my generation couldn’t miss how frequently the adults’
conversation around the table, or on the dock, was centered on
how the people of a particular community were faring, or what
was hopeful or troubling in the world.
Becca: How else did you learn about calling in the world?
Pete: Throughout most of my life I was aware of “call and
purpose,” but I didn’t necessarily think of it in those terms or
words. Growing up, our family routine was to go to Sunday

8 | LUMUNOS • FAITH & LIGHT FOR THE JOURNEY

school and church every week. I had plenty of donuts, but I’m
not sure I was paying attention to everything that was spoken
or taught. At the same time, I think it sunk in that we have been
given gifts and talents, and we are supposed to use those gifts and
talents not only to serve ourselves but to help others.
If only it were that easy to execute those plans and ideas! I think
my story as a teenager and twenty-something is probably typical
of others. It was a fairly choppy time for me trying to figure out
what career choices I should make. What did I enjoy? What was I
good at? Are there indicators or road signs sending me on a specific
course or direction? The answer was “no,” but I felt like I should
get on with it anyway. At first, I thought that I would enjoy being
a counselor or a psychologist. But during my senior year in those
400-level classes, I realized that counseling wasn’t for me. Why?
Because, for the most part, I was more comfortable talking or
telling people what I thought they should do, rather than listening.
Sounds like a great counselor, right? So now what?
Like a lot of college grads, I tried a few different things.
Eventually I was offered a position to manage and open a new
location of a business. I enjoyed the work and the growth that I
saw within the company and within myself. But as time went on,
it became clear to me that even though I was good at what I was
doing, internally I had an underlying sense that this business was
going to fail. I was selling a product to many people who were
not going to use it to its fullest. Two years into this experience,
I was really struggling. Sunday afternoons I was miserable,
practically in tears, dreading the start of the work week. The job

was sucking the life out of me.
Having just come back from a week of vacation, I turned in my
2-week notice. René and I had just closed on a small house, and I
didn’t have a new job to go to. What now?
Becca: As you know, one of the things we often do at
Lumunos events is to invite people to reflect on their early life for
hints about their calling. As you struggled to figure out what was
next, did you have any such hints from your past?
Pete: Evidently, when I was five years old, I banged together a
little table. I always loved tools and building and my grandfather
spent his career working his way up through the ranks at Stanley
tools. Grandpa liked it when I sent him notes and letters, and
knowing my interests, he would offer to send me some tools if I
gave him a list of what I wanted. Periodically a box of tools would
arrive—hammers, screwdrivers, saws, etc. Soon I was adding on to
a little playhouse in the backyard. I think it had two additions and
a second story on it. I remember asking for roof shingles for my
birthday once, and later found out that the hand me down G.I. Joe’s
that I traded for scrap lumber were actually quite valuable.
So back to my non-linear career path. Sometime during my
27th year when I thought everything was falling apart, things
were actually starting to come together for me. I knew I needed
to get into some counseling, and I was referred to a wonderful
therapist named Bill Ellis. He helped me understand that I was
not a failure, that I was going to be OK, that I could be myself,
and that I was going to grow into who I was created to be.
At that time, when he asked me about types of work that I
might enjoy, about the only thing I could imagine that would
be life-giving would be to start working with tools again. The
thought of rehabbing houses seemed enticing. Long story short,
that is what I did.
Becca: Aside from the carpentry, what else do you find
meaningful about your profession?
Pete: The crazy thing is that my psych degree comes in handy
even as a carpenter and contractor. I work with a great team of
guys, and whether it’s staff development, people’s leadership styles,
or getting along, relationships are key. We try to provide a safe
and honest work environment that holds trust and integrity as
the highest values. I can support and mentor my employees when
they are in a limbo situation. We will often have people come and
work with us for a short time when they are trying to figure out
what they are called to do. They may not know what to do with
the rest of their lives, but they can work with us now. I can relate
because I have been there. There are so many reasons people can’t
quite get traction, and sometimes you just have to work in a good
work environment. I like the fact that our team can provide that
as someone is trying to figure out their next steps.
Becca: Somewhere along the way you connected with
Lumunos. How did that happen?
Pete: At some point, Doug [Wysockey-Johnson] and another
friend said, “What do you think about helping us pull off a Faith
at Work Chicago Men’s Retreat?” I knew Doug, and I was related
to the other facilitators—how could I say no?
That first men’s retreat was an amazing experience. There were
about 14 or 15 of us gathered. It was a great group dynamic as we

laughed hard but also got down to some really good conversation
about our challenges and struggles. The structure and the
leadership of the retreat allowed us to dig deep, but in a safe way.
I know to some that kind of vulnerability sounds intimidating,
but the facilitation made it ok for us. I have seen this happen
repeatedly at Lumunos events, both in myself and in others. These
conversations give me personal insight, spiritual growth, and a
greater sense of meaning in life.
Shortly after that, I was asked to be on the board. I have been
on different boards in the past, but I was immediately impressed
with how different this experience was. The meetings almost feel
like a retreat, at least in how we relate to each other. We share
the time and make sure everyone has a voice. We try to avoid
insider language that might exclude some. The relationship work
we do together allows us to be clear and honest, even when we
are having hard conversations. It has been life-giving to work
with people who think the FAW/Lumunos tradition is really
important to carry on and not lose what has helped so many.
Becca: Has Lumunos changed the way you view your purpose
or sense of calling? Has it impacted your spiritual life in any way?
Pete: Yes, in a number of ways. Through the retreats and my
time on the board, it has provided me with loving friendships
that give me hope. It has also offered me a way to dig deeper in
life when things are moving too fast. My sense of calling is always
changing, so it isn’t that Lumunos has helped me reach any kind
of final destination. It is more like my time with this organization
has outfitted me with a larger toolbox to look more closely at
what has meaning to me and how to contribute to the world.
Through retreats and LumZooms, I appreciate the diversity of
people I have met. Even though it is grounded in Christianity,
Lumunos is an organization that can embrace many faith
traditions and spiritual practices. So I realize how differently
people believe, and how that belief manifests itself in their lives.
Becca: We have a new sponsorship opportunity for our
donors—people can sponsor a LumZoom event for $250. This
helps Lumunos keep registration costs low or even free.You were
one of the first to get behind this idea. Why did you decide to
support the upcoming Enneagram LumZoom event?
Pete: I have had many friends and family talk about how helpful
the Enneagram is. I wanted to invest in this opportuntiy for myself
and others, hoping it will be yet another valuable way to grow.
Becca: Do any moments in your Lumunos journey stand out
to you?
Pete: Each Lumunos event has given me a takeaway of some
kind or another. I have this note that is stuck in my Rolodex
(yes, I still have a Rolodex) that I wrote at the end of some
Lumunos retreat. The main areas of focus for that retreat were:
“Relationships,” “Work in the World,” and “Spiritual Growth.” I
wrote down some things I wanted to work on in each of those
areas, and I still look at that note.
Here it is, months later, and I still have it in front of me. That
says something about the impact of Lumunos. It has made a
difference in my life, and it is one of the reasons I keep supporting
this great organization.
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Holly and Jolly: Continued from page 3
I stood back and looked at the results of my labor. I was glad I
decorated and didn’t miss this opportunity to walk down memory
lane. With memories came enthusiasm for my task. Best of all,
George was pleased.Yes, deck the halls. Fa, la, la.
Later, after George was settled in bed, I returned to my chair
in the living room, drawn back by the aroma of the gingerbread
candle wafting throughout the apartment. I recalled that the
Christmas carol has another line: “Tis the season to be jolly, Fa, la,
la, la, la, la, la, la, la.”
Decking the halls was one thing, but were we really up to being
jolly? In hearing the news of the day, whether it be local, national,
or international, one was tempted to forget the holly and jolly of
the season. Furthermore, I reflected on our current lives. We were
elderly, and George was less physically and mentally able. We had
sad days as we missed friends and relatives who had left this earth—
and worse, they left us. We were unable to contribute as we once
did. Also, we were on the periphery, no longer in the center of
action. It wasn’t easy to be jolly when we yearned for what was.
With such lingering thoughts, I knew that aging requires one
to adapt. Just as I learned that I didn’t need a big house to enjoy
decorating, I didn’t need what once was to enjoy life. Perhaps I
could even be jolly. After all, though we were elderly, many people
included us in their lives. Our younger friends and relatives lead
full, productive lives, yet they took time to show us love. Making
new relationships also holds a unique beauty and vitality. While
we missed those who were no longer with us, we could focus on
relationships with those who were here.
Our contributions, too, were different now. We could
encourage the younger generation. We could display a generosity
of spirit—and of material goods. We could assist other elderly and,
at the other end of the spectrum, pay attention to the little ones.
We were no longer the center of activity, but it wasn’t many years
ago that I craved more time to relax, sit back, and observe. We
could do that now as we were not expected to work as we once
did. What’s not jolly about that?
I looked around our home, taking in its beauty, and focused
on the glowing white and silver candle on our table. As its flame
dispelled darkness, I felt serene and was reminded of the spirit of
hope in the midst of imperfection in ourselves and in the world.
Wherein lies that spirit of hope?
Hope lies in believing God is with us, even in our crisis.
Hope lies in expressing goodwill to all people.
Hope lies in working for peace on earth.
When hope resides within us, we can hang the holly and,
dare I say, be jolly!
Together, may we hang the moist, shiny, aromatic, living boughs
of holly and bring hope and joy to the dark and cobwebbed
hallways of the world.
Vivian Elaine Johnson lives in Irvine, CA surrounded by blossoms and foliage that
never fail to brighten her day. Her academic and professional work was in the Behavioral
Sciences with a specialty in dealing with life’s losses. She was married sixty years to
George, a Lutheran pastor, and has two adult daughters and a son who died from cancer
at age 15. She recently published a book called, “Love in a Time of Crisis” (available on
Amazon) about caring for her husband George as he dealt with Alzheimer’s and other,
ultimately terminal health issues in the midst of a global pandemic.
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“Sweet Darkness”

from The House of Belonging
By David Whyte

When your eyes are tired
the world is tired also.
When your vision has gone,
no part of the world can find you.
Time to go into the dark
where the night has eyes
to recognize its own.
There you can be sure
you are not beyond love.
The dark will be your home
tonight.
The night will give you a horizon
further than you can see.
You must learn one thing.
The world was made to be free in.
Give up all the other worlds
except the one to which you belong.
Sometimes it takes darkness and the sweet
confinement of your aloneness
to learn
anything or anyone
that does not bring you alive
is too small for you.

Upcoming Events
You can find an up-to-date list of events and register at our website: www.lumunos.org
Email your questions or comments to: becca@lumunos.org
WOMEN BECOMING
First Wednesday each month at 12 PM EDT
Online Zoom Book Club
Stories of Women Becoming Their Authentic Selves
Led by Becca Perry-Hill

January 5th:
Dance of the
Dissident
Daughter by
Sue Monk Kidd

USING YOUR DREAMS TO ENHANCE HEALTH AND WHOLENESS
Meets every other week
Online Dreamwork Group Series
Led by Betsy Perry
Email becca@lumunos.org for more information
BILL MCKIBBEN’S THIRD ACT
January 17th, 8-9 PM ET
One of America’s most well-known activists, and widely-read authors,
Bill McKibben will join us to talk about his calling, his spirituality, and
his new endeavor ThirdAct.org: gathering “Experienced Americans” to
move Washington and Wall Street in the name of a fairer, more sustainable
society and planet.
ENNEAGRAM 101
February 3rd, 7:30-9 PM ET
Whether you’re new to the Enneagram or know it well, this LumZoom
retreat will provide a clear and concise overview to support you in
your journey of self-discovery and personal growth.
Led by Amber (Odvody) Ayers

The IRS has made 2021 a great year to donate.
Individual taxpayers who don’t itemize can again take advantage of a $300 deduction for
charitable donations. That increases to $600 for couples who file jointly. For those who do
itemize, there are additional big changes designed to incentivize giving. (Check with your
tax advisor to see if that applies to you.)
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“I cannot change the reality of pain or loss, but I can claim
the reality of grace and joy. Maybe I am just stubborn, but I
want my last word to be not a complaint but an alleluia.”
— Steven Charleston, Ladder to the Light

