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Introduction

In "Dad's Present," the combination of modern-day parables and personal stories collide within the medium of a podcast. Its primary aim is to reach fathers wrestling with burnout, urging them to let go of the pressures of productivity, performance, and efficiency, and instead, to embrace intimacy and the presence of life with their children. Rather than offering didactic instruction on paternal roles, this is an attempt to nourish the souls of fathers, spark their imaginations, foster hope, and facilitate a reconnection with their children. Through this process, as fathers embark on a journey of soulful rejuvenation, accompanied by their children, they can endeavor to co-create a renewed familial dynamic. 
The Following are three transcripts from the podcast, illustrating the author's dream and vision for the impact "Dad's Present" could provide to dads and families throughout communities.


Episode 1 – Cow Turds and Moon Dust
**Podcast Intro Music**
Host (voiceover): Welcome to “Dad’s Present,” a podcast where we explore the everyday encounters between dad’s and their families and friends. Moments that shape our relationships and define our lives. I'm your host, Mike Haddox. 
***
Parenting is not for the faint of heart. In the past decade, my wife and I have had over 12 kids with us for different extended periods of time, and you would think there would at least be a duplicate in the batch, or a scenario, where we go to a bag of tricks and pull out a canned solution. But these kids keep coming up with new things to keep us on our toes and scaring the crap out of us.
Don’t get me wrong. I love being a dad. It’s beautiful. It’s wonderful. I just spend more time with my heart racing then I do napping. And when it is quiet, I need to find out what they are up to. 
I remember in the thick of parenting, one of my sons began to panic if Jen or I walked around the corner and was not in his line of sight, or if he woke up in the middle of the night and the hallway light has been turned off, or if he thought you were leaving for work. 
I had been continuing to reassure him that we wouldn’t leave him alone; walked him back to bed when he woke up scared, and made sure we were intentionally transitioning so he knew when we were going to work.
Once, I had to run back up to church to get some stuff. When we left the office, and we entered the dark parking lot, and he clamps down with a death grip on my hand.
I will admit that I was in a hurry and somewhat annoyed at trying to maneuver with what felt like a 40lb bag of flour latched onto my arm. I whispered, somewhat harshly, “Kid! Stop being afraid!”
He whispered back, “I’m not afraid! Daddy’s here! Dad?”
Somewhat softened by his response, I just whispered, “What?”
“Don’t let go, okay?”
What are we doing as parents? Control? Contain? Build up? Produce good upright citizens? What’s the goal?
I remember the first time I filled the role of a dad, when the case worker called to say they we would be bringing home a little girl named Lacey Rose. 
***
“I need you to go to Walmart! We have no pajamas!”
I don’t think my wife intended for me to take her purse to Walmart, but after nine months of waiting for a placement, I was too excited to think straight. So I tucked her Vera Bradley under my arm and headed to Walmart to buy pajamas for a girl I had never met.
Two hours later, a caseworker carried Lacey Rose into our house. After a brief introduction, and a promise to call us in the morning, the caseworker left as we began to get her settled in.
The first thing I noticed was her size. She was so small, wearing a white, stained, 18-month-old onesie as a shirt, accented by blue jeans that were several sizes too big. Her hair was long and dark, going any direction but down. She was now sitting on the bed. Ignoring the toys and stuffed animals, she never took her eyes off of me.
At first glance, she had looked like she needed someone to scoop her up and rescue her. Now, standing in her bedroom, her eyes said something else entirely. 
“Stay away. I don’t like. I don’t need you. I don’t want you.”
It was the most uncomfortable and insecure I have ever felt.
“Welcome to our home Lacey. It’s nice to meet you.”
I held out the pajamas as a peace offering, hoping she would look somewhere else; anywhere but me.
She briefly glanced at the fairies printed on the top, and for a moment, flashed a smile. Considering that a win, and anxious to retreat, I slipped out of the room as my wife got her changed and tucked in for the evening.
* * *
Lacey was deep in thought. She had not said a word since I picked her up from her visit 20 minutes ago. She was okay with the silence. I tried to be, but was still scared as my new role as foster dad, and I was always filling the silence up with questions.
“What are you thinking about?”
“When I’m taller, will I be able to touch the moon?”
I glanced in the rearview mirror. In spite of the lopsided pigtails, the purple worn out tutu, and the frayed fairy wings, there was an intensity to her question that made me uncomfortable. Two weeks ago, I would have laughed at the question. However, I had learned two things in our first month together. One, don’t laugh at her questions. Two, answer those questions as directly as possible.
“No, you can’t touch the moon.”
“What if you picked me up?”
“Still not tall enough.”
That was enough to pause the conversation.
After some thought, I heard her declare, to no one in particular, “When I grow up, I want to be a fairy so I can fly up and touch the moon.”
When we finally pulled up to the house, she pretended to be asleep. This secured her a place in my arms as I carried her to her bed. I had decided early on to play along with this routine. I didn’t mind. Afterall, it was the only time she let me pick her up.
* * *
As soon as the Steelers beat the Jets in the AFC championship game, I started making plans for a mini Super Bowl party. The invite list was small, my wife and Lacey.
“There’s a big football game on for the Steelers. It’s called the Super Bowl. I thought we’d have a party, order our favorite food, and watch the game together. Does that sound like fun?”
She glanced at my wife, then back at me. Pointing at my wife, she asked, “Is she coming?”
“Yes.”
“No pizza. I want Chinese.”
With that, she walked back toward her room. This was worse than learning to date. In five months, I had desperately wanted to impress this little girl. It wasn’t working.
The day of the Super Bowl arrives, and we spend the afternoon decorating, picking up the food, and putting on our Steeler jerseys. I’m so excited for the game, I’m not even feeling insecure when Lacey sits next to me on the couch.
It takes her from the start of the national anthem to 45 second into the first quarter to finish her chow mien. Then she gets up and stands between me and the television. “Do you want to play Barbies?”
No. No I did not want to play Barbies. I wanted to watch football. This was the Super Bowl. Win or lose, if you’re rocking a Jack Lambert jersey, you’re legally obligated to ride this one out, right?
“Can we watch the game and play?”
“No.”
With finality, she picked up the remote and turned off the tv. It would be another five years until I watched another Steelers game.
* * *
I had no idea cow turds could be that big. But, sticking my hand into this one, I was shocked at how enormous they were.
I had been trying to fake a smile and convince myself I was having fun. Swatting away flies and soaked in sweat, I was silently cursing the old farmer who had invited us out to see his cows. I knew Lacey was behind me, but I was moving forward, convinced that if I stopped, I’d be stuck in this hell forever.
“Daddy Mike, what does cow poop look like?”
“Big. Brown. Squishy,” I shouted over my shoulder, trying not to sound winded and failing miserably.
“Oh, I think I stepped in it.”
Turning around, there is Lacey, missing one shoe, with, what I hoped was mud, covering her right leg from the calf down.
She started to cry as I made my way over to her. By the time I got to her, it was obvious it wasn’t mud. She was now sobbing uncontrollably. “Those. Were. My. Favorite. Shoes.”
Without thinking, I reached behind her, into the cow patty, to “rescue” her shoe. 
Like I said, cow turds are enormous.
* * *
I’m ready for a break. When I see her get off the bus, I know she’s ready for one too. 
She gives my wife a quick hug and hands over her backpack. Turning her attention to me, she gets a running start and jumps into my arms. With a little swing, I’m able to put her onto my back so I can give her a piggyback ride up the long driveway to our house.
“How was school?”
I can feel her totally relax and lean into my shoulders.
“I don’t want to talk about it. “
I know better than to push and decide to change the subject. “Are you excited for Christmas?”
I can immediately feel her tense up. She doesn’t know if she should ask again. Maybe Santa frowns on doubt. Finally, unable to stop herself, she blurts out, “Do you think he got my note?”
For months she has wanted to ice skate, and had written Santa frequently to try and get a pair of skates for herself. 
Santa comes through, and two weeks later we are skating in downtown Pittsburgh, under a beautiful open sky. I remember how bright the moon was that night. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have sworn you could’ve reached out and touched it!
* * *
**Contemplative Music**
Three weeks ago, we had signed adoption paperwork for Lacey. For three weeks our little family felt like it would be together forever.
However, as we sat across the table from our caseworker, something had changed. I didn’t fully understand the specifics. I did pick up some of her words; overloaded, dockets cleared, case taking a turn. As I began to piece together what was happening, she finally got to the point. In three weeks, we were going to pack up her bags, drive her to court, and say goodbye.
The day finally arrived. After a short hearing, we were allowed some space to say our goodbyes. I could tell she was confused, but seemed to believe me when I told her things were going to be all right. The entire time, she never took her eyes off of me. 
I would have done anything to protect her.
As we hugged goodbye, I simply said, “Thank you.”
“For what?”
Her voice sounded small and scared, but the genuine shock of her question was there. She couldn’t imagine why I was saying thank you.
I immediately thought of these seemingly small, insignificant moments, that had changed me as a person. I wanted to teach her to dream; to fly and touch the moon. That never happened. But she took my dream of being a dad and allowed it to become my reality. Her presence in my life was a gift that could never be repaid. How do you explain that to a six-year-old?
* * *
Ten years later, there are still pictures of Lacey in our home and my church office. People who know me, and come to visit, will often ask, somewhat confused, “Who is she?”
Some want to know if she’s a niece or a friend’s daughter. They want to know what others ask more directly. “Is she yours?”
It’s a simple question. And it should be a simple answer. But nothing is simple when you’ve walked this path as a foster dad.
“Is she mine?”
I’ve thought about this question often. 
What would make her mine? What would give me ownership? Was she mine when she was at my house? Does she cease to be mine when she went back home and left my house? Can a relationship even be defined by this question?  Before Lacey, I would have said yes. But now, after being a dad, to foster, adopted and bio kids, I’m not sure it can.
“Is she mine?”
 No.
“Was she mine?” 
Still, no.
But I loved her. And that makes me hers. Regardless of the ups and downs I made a decision just to be hers. During the long nights of crying and tantrums, I was hers. With the tummy aches, fevers and trips to the hospital, I was hers. In the early morning, with snuggles and cartoons, I was hers. When I helped pack her bags with Barbies and worn out tutus, and said goodbye, I was hers.
When I surrender to love another, and be theirs, I’m very vulnerable. But Lacey taught me it was worth it. This is what gives my life meaning. This is what gives my life purpose.
“Is she mine?” 
No.
“Am I hers’?” 
Absolutely! Always and forever, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.
***
Parenting is not for the faint of heart. There are still moments when my frustrations boil over and I feel I can’t get anything done, like that night in the parking lot with my son. In those moments, I remember Lacey and the lessons she taught me. I remember parenting isn’t about control and accomplishment, it doesn’t come with shouts of annoyance, frustration, or will power. It comes with gentleness, patience, and a willingness to not let go. It comes through service and love, even in our insecurities and we don’t know what exactly we’re supposed to do, being present in those frail moments, and making the decision to stand in the dark together.


**Podcast Outro Music**
Host (voiceover): Thank you for joining us today on “Dad’s Present.” We hope today's story reminds you of the value of just being there, and letting your loved ones know they matter.. Join us next time as we continue to explore the moments that truly shape our lives. Until then, keep being present in the moment!”



Episode 2 – Sacred Memory
**Podcast Intro Music**
Host (voiceover): Welcome to “Dad’s Present,” a podcast where we explore the everyday encounters between dad’s and their families and friends. Moments that shape our relationships and define our lives. I'm your host, Mike Haddox.
***
I don’t know exactly when I stopped hugging my grandmother. I just know it was after she stopped recognizing me. 
	Growing up, there was nothing more comforting than a hug from her. My grandmother gave amazing hugs that simultaneously threatened to squeeze all the air out of your lungs and fill your heart with the knowledge that you were not alone in this world.
	Nothing brought me more security or calmness that to hear my grandmother beckon from across the room for me to come and give her a hug. They were my shield in a chaotic childhood. They were my assurance and tangible reminders that I was loved.
	This past Christmas she turned 95 years old and my wife, children and I headed down to Lexington KY to join in the family celebration. With some guilt and shame, I admit that I was not looking forward to it. It's hard to show up to a party when you know the person you're celebrating doesn't recognize you anymore. I knew she would look up at me and pretend that she knew me. We would even have a talk on a very surface level. But I would be afraid to go deeper, afraid to hug her, afraid to show too much emotion, because I could tell by the way she looked at me, and the way she hugged me timidly as I would leave, that she didn't know who I was.
	I didn't realize how much I had disconnected from my grandmother until we were getting ready to leave. Earlier, that fall I had asked someone in the church to teach me to crochet. I'm a naturally curious person, and like picking up new hobbies to provide me relief from the stress of work and life. 
	Before we got in the car, my wife encouraged me to go grab one of the scarfs I had made, put it in a bag, and bring it along as a gift for my grandmother. As I sat in the car I began to get irrationally angry. This new hobby, however silly it may have seemed, was a new safe place for me. It was a place for me to take refuge. Had been away for me to hide from the tensions and trouble in this world, and I was mad at my wife that she had taken the sacred thing that I had discovered and introduced it into a very painful situation.
	My wife could sense that something was wrong, and asked me why I was so irritated. All I could say was that I didn't see the point. She wouldn't remember who I was. My wife let the words settle before she responded. “Maybe she won't remember in the moment. But maybe there's something deeper. Maybe who we are is more than what we can remember or what we experience in this moment. Maybe you can honor something sacred, that's more permanent and eternal than what your grandmother can remember in this moment.”
	Which made absolutely no sense to me, and just added to my bad mood.
	Can you be more than what you remember? Does something matter if it doesn’t last? I can feel myself slipping into a dark place as we make our drive to Kentucky. As we begin to settle into a comfortable silence, I ask myself again, what does it matter? At my own question, I immediately think of a little girl at camp.
	One of the things people don't understand about foster care, is that even if things go to plan, there will be tears. The first time my wife and I took in three kids, they stayed with us for just under three years. When we finally said goodbye, and they were able to go home to their mom, the emptiness was overwhelming. To make matters worse, I had no sense of peace, or guarantees that things were going to turn out OK. The uncertainty felt like it was going to eat me alive from the inside out. 
Shortly after the kids left, my best friend asked me to speak at a junior high youth program for a weekend. They had 80 kids coming and needed a speaker. I had no intentions of saying yes, so I did what most Christians do when they don't want to do something, but they don't want to say no. I said I'll pray about it. And then spent the next two weeks avoiding his phone calls. But my friend was persistent and kept needling me. I finally called him back with every intention of saying no, only to say yes. 
	During the weekend, I had the opportunity to share a couple stories of my time as a foster dad. Most of the youth at the conference are either politely paying attention during talks, or then going to play games and hang out with their friends afterwards, or, flat our ignoring me most of the weekend.
However, one junior high girl was fascinated by these stories. A little too fascinated for my comfort. From my perspective, she was one of these kids that had no social boundaries, sense of etiquette, or tact. Started asking inappropriate questions the whole weekend about how I felt, if I still cried when I thought about them, and if I would ever see them again. I wanted to avoid her at all costs. But the problem is, I'm actually paid to be there. 
So, for three days every time I walk into a room, I take a deep breath peek my head in look around and try to walk in to find a conversation on the other end of the room from where she's at, but no matter how hard I try, she always shows up. I look to the left, I’m clear. I look to the right, I’m clear. I look back to the left and she's right there. By the end of the second day I actually had a migraine from grinding my teeth and constantly looking over my shoulder.
	Last day of camp we get in a prayer circle, and I try to slip in between two adult leaders. Before I know it she has slipped right in between the leader to the right and myself. She's staring right at me, with that invasive smile, and won't take her eyes off me. I look at her, smile, take a deep breath, and bow my head. The whole time I can feel her eyes on me. 
When I hear “Amen,” I go to make my quick exit. But I'm not quick enough. She latches on for a side hug. We're standing there awkwardly, and I hear a voice start to break. She timidly says, “Thank you for loving kids like me. “
Suddenly it makes sense. She's a foster kid. I felt so ashamed. Because honestly, when she said thanks for loving kids like me a voice inside my head said I don't love kids like you. There was nothing loving about what I did that weekend. My actions were gross, selfish, and anything but loving.
	But something told me and the way she held on, my shame and my pain were lying to me. They were making me believe something about myself that just wasn't true, or at least was keeping me from seeing something deeper about myself and the world I would then. For the first time since my foster kids had left, I didn't feel alone. I didn't feel like a failure. I didn't feel like I had wasted my time.
	I began to tear up, she turned to face me. She's no longer timid, and her voice isn't cracking. She's smiling again, still with no boundaries but with a grace that takes me off guard. She simply whispers, “What you did mattered.”
	We always overcomplicate things I'm trying to matter. Especially for adults. We get so caught up in titles, and accomplishments, that we forget to just be present and love people. It was one of my first lessons in ministry. 
	The lesson wouldn’t come in a classroom though. It would come after I had already received my formal training as a pastor, and received the title of Reverend. 
	It was my first official pastoral visit, as an ordained minister, and occurred two days after my ordination service. Looking back on the text I received that Tuesday, I think the main reasons I was called into action that Tuesday was how close we were to Christmas, how busy the other pastors were, and how anxious I was to do something that wasn’t connected to youth and pizza parties.
However, by the time I rolled up to the nursing home, I had convinced myself these were the moments I had studied, trained, and prepared for as an ordained Presbyterian minister. I was no longer a youth director. I was pastor. I was a real pastor, Reverend Michael Haddox.
The facility was one of those state-of-the-art, brand new, fully automated buildings, that looked just like a picture you would expect to find on a brochure. The only thing missing were the smiling faces of the nurses or employees to greet me as I walked through the automated doors.
Sitting behind the welcome desk was woman reading. I couldn’t really tell much about her appearance because, either by her stature or by design, she was mostly hidden by the desk or magazine she was holding. Without taking her eyes off the page she simply said, “Name.”
She said it flat, like a statement. I answered it like a question anyway. “I’m Reverend Michael Haddox, I’m here to see Donnie Williams.”
Unimpressed, she groaned, “Don’t need your last name,” and simple wrote Reverend. She slid the sticker across the counter, and without taking her eyes off her magazine, added, “Room 114.”
Donnie had lived most of his life off the generosity of others. His parents had been lifetime members at the Presbyterian church, Sunday school teachers, and beloved members of the community. The story had long been told Donnie’s mom had pleaded with her loved ones while on her death bed to take care of Donnie, and for 75 years, the church had tried her best. The last few years had been rough though. Donnie’s mom’s friends were dead, and most of her Sunday school students were too old to really care for him. What money that was left paid for Room 114.
I entered the room that had everything Donnie needed. Everything but love. Donnie was curled up staring out the window with his sheet pulled up to his chin. His ball cap of his favorite football team was pulled down close to his eyes. It struck me how vulnerable he looked. If you were just walking by and glanced, you might mistake him for a child. More than a glance though, and you knew Donnie was a very tired, scared, and lonely old man.
“Hey Donnie, it's Pastor Mike. Can I come in?”
Donnie simply nodded to the empty chair by his bed. I sat down to awkward silence and realized I had no idea what to do or say. Looking at his hat, desperate to fill the silence, I asked about his favorite team.  It worked, and withing minutes Donnie was talking. 
I don’t remember much about what we were talking about for much of the afternoon, but I do remember thinking how nice it was to be doing something that seemed to matter. When I first walked in the room, Donnie seemed distant. Something in the room had shifted. I was doing pastoral ministry and I could sense this was building to something.
Donnie looked like he wanted to ask me a question, and something told me there was going to be a profound moment that would define my ministry in the years to come. I just needed to be patient and wait. After a moment, he finally got the courage and spoke.
“Man, can I ask you something?”
“Anything Donnie. That’s why I’m here.”
“My glasses are on my nightstand. Will you hand them to me? I can’t see a damn thing without them, and I don’t know who the hell you are!”
**Contemplative Music**
	When I think back to Donnie, and his excitement of me in the room, and his absolute cluelessness on who I was. There was something sacred about our time together, and Donnie had no clue who I was. Being together in a moment, in love and fellowship, seemed more important than remembering what was, or worrying about what will be. Yet, we miss these moments of life again and again.
	Kids don't miss them though. They live in them. As adults, it's usually our fear, or need to matter, or need to produce, or need to be important, that keeps us from entering into them. What we do matters. But we need to show up in the moment. Thinking of that junior high girl and Donnie, as we made our way to Kentucky, I took up deep breaths and tried to make a promise with myself to be present for my grandmother's birthday.
	So we sat around the table, celebrating my grandmother's 95th birthday, I watched her open present after present and quickly setting them to the side. She would thank whoever gave it to her, and promptly forget about it. She did that for three or four presents until she got to the scarf. There was something about the color and the pattern, maybe even the texture, that caught her attention. She carefully draped it around her neck and looked up at my dad. “Who got me this scarf?” My dad pointed across the room to me and said, “Mike did. He actually made it.” 
My grandmother looked back down at the scarf and began to smile. She looked up across the room and made eye contact with me. I didn't recognize her look at first, because I hadn't seen it in a couple years. On her face was recognition. She smiled and motioned to me from her wheelchair. “Mikey come give your grandmother a hug.” 
	I quickly made my way across the room and bent down to hug her, and was gripped with a fierceness I had forgotten she possessed. I wasn’t sure what was happening, but my wife was right. Life is sacred. We honor it in showing up. Not to preserve it for the future. But to be present in the moment and experience it. And that is a sacred present worth giving that matters.
**Podcast Outro Music**
Host (voiceover): Thank you for joining us today on “Dad’s Present.” We hope today's story reminds you of the value of just being there, and letting your loved ones know they matter.. Join us next time as we continue to explore the moments that truly shape our lives. Until then, keep being present in the moment!”

Episode 3 – Shut Up and Let Them Fish
**Podcast Intro Music**
Host (voiceover): Welcome to “Dad’s Present,” a podcast where we explore the everyday encounters between dad’s and their families and friends. Moments that shape our relationships and define our lives. I'm your host, Mike Haddox and today's episode is a heartfelt journey through the sacred moment right beside the fishing lake. 
***
“Dad, shut up and let me fish.”
	This is how my nine-year-old son, Isaac, responded when I tried to get him to reel in the slack to his fishing line. “Dad, shut up and let me fish.”
	He never took his eyes off the water when he said it, so he was too distracted to notice my reaction. His words stung, and I could feel my face begin to grow warm, a mixture of embarrassment and frustration. Fighting the urge to snap at him, I quickly picked up my water and took a big gulp. Honestly, as my pride was hurt to hear the words, but I couldn’t actually be mad at him, because earlier that morning I had been the one to give him permission to say it. I just didn’t know how comfortable he’d actually get saying it.
	This summer, the moment the trout hit his lure, and the tip of his pole bent, I knew my son was hooked. As a dad, few things are more exciting than watching your child fall in love with something, and in this one moment, I witnessed my son fall in love with fishing. It was even more exciting, knowing how much fishing meant to me. I finally had a fishing buddy.
We were spending the week in a State Park  northern Pennsylvania, and behind the campground was a stream stocked with trout for children, 12 and under. After that first bite, my son couldn’t get enough of it. At least for the first day.
Then, as quickly as his excitement had I appeared, I almost killed it.
	As my son kept reeling in trout after trout, I decided he needed help. He was having fun and catching fish, but I knew with a few adjustments he could be catching more fish. In the next thirty minutes, I began to overwhelm him with my help; your bobber’s too high, you’re pulling too soon, the baits not on right, you need to cast it over here, not there.
I wasn’t trying to be a killjoy or overbearing. I just knew he was loving the fishing, and I was wanting him to have the most fun possible. So, he needed to know everything I knew. I wanted to make sure he did things the right way. After all, isn’t doing things the “right way” the better way? 
And by better, I mean more productive. Everyone knows when you’re being more productive, and catching more fish, fishing is more fun, right? 
Looking back, I can admit that trying to impart 30 years of experience into 30 minutes just isn’t a good idea, but in this moment, something else was happening. I couldn’t quite articulate it, but I felt like I was killing something sacred. What started off as this fun experience quickly turned into a level of frustration, I had never seen him experience, and I could tell my son was done. 
After 35 minutes, he looked at me and asked, “Can we be done?”
I needed a break too, so I suggested we come back after lunch. “No dad. Can we be done? Done, done?”
In thirty minutes, less than an hour, I watched my son go from wonder, to excitement, to joy, to frustration, to quitting. There was something about the way he said “done” that absolutely gutted me. All I could feel was shame, because deep down, I knew it was my fault.
As we walked back to the car, I watched my son with a sense of awe. This was a special time when he actually wanted to be with me. I didn’t have to chase him down and compete for his attention. He was here with me. I wasn’t sure what exactly happened at the stream, but I knew these moments weren’t guaranteed. Whatever I did as a dad, I wanted to protect these sacred moments, not kill them. 
So I made a deal with my son. “Isaac, when you’re fishing, and I am giving you too many directions, and it’s just not fun, you’re allowed to say “Dad, shut up and let me fish.”
I could immediately see the wheels start turning in his head. He thought I was setting him up. Looking around over his shoulder to make sure his mom or Sunday School teacher wasn’t hiding in a bush, or he was being recorded, his face turned a light shade of red and he cautiously leaned in to ask, “How do I tell you to shut up?”
“You look at me as calm as you can, and say, ‘Dad shut up and let me fish.”
A smile slowly crept across his face, and he stopped walking toward the car. He turned to face me and laughed. He actually laughed and said, “I think I’d like to fish a little bit more.”
It didn’t take long for the excitement to return. It didn’t take long for me to begin the offer directions again, and it didn’t take long for him to try out his new saying. 
“Dad, shut up and let me fish.”
At one point, I almost rescinded the offer. He was getting way too comfortable with telling me to shut up anytime I tried to offer suggestions. However, as the morning progressed, two things happened that changed my mind. One, my son became excited about what we were doing. But secondly, and more importantly, something began to shift in the way we were interacting. I couldn’t quite figure it out, but it seemed like this sacred thing, that I thought I had killed, was coming back to life.
As we sat there on that cool summer morning, I couldn’t help but think back to other moments in my life, when my wife and I were foster parents, and these moments, even in the hardest of times, always seemed abundant.
One of the moments came when a little boy named Noah came to live with us. I was still a student in seminary, and my wife and I were desperate to be parents. We thought we were more than ready. His older sister Lacey had been with us for a couple of weeks, and we felt we were more than capable for another child in the house. Noah proved us wrong. At 10 months old, Noah had come into care with a TBI, and questionable circumstances. In the next few months, our nights and days were full of therapy and doctors appointment, visitations, and additional trips to the hospital.  This tiny boy was constantly terrified of what was happening around him, of his new surroundings, of our home, of my wife, and, especially, of me.
Often times he would wake up in the middle of the night, crying, to the point of being inconsolable. It seemed that nothing we did could calm him down once he started to get wound up. No one gave us an instructional manual for Noah. We got all sorts of tips from doctors, therapist, other parents, and experts. But they were more guidelines and suggestions. Those first few months I remember going to bed feeling totally defeated every night. Nothing we did or tried seemed to be actually working. So most days ended with us holding him while he cried himself into exhaustion, and eventually sleep.
And by us, I mean, mostly my wife.
One particular night, I was preparing to preach at the seminary the next morning. I was stressed, because I felt the pressure to perform; not to let my professors down, to make sure my fellow students were impressed, and in general, not to embarrass myself.
I finally had everything set on paper, thought I was prepared and had just laid down to get a good night rest, when the crying started. For a moment I couldn’t move. I prayed with every ounce of strength I had for God to make that child quit crying. 
I just continued to lay there, listening to him cry, and didn’t move a muscle. I was hoping for him to stop or my wife to wake up and get out of bed. I was empty; emotionally, physically, and spiritually. I had important things to do the next day, where I thought I could make a difference. A place where I could be important. On top of that, in my heart I honestly believed it didn’t matter if I went into the room or not. I was going to only add to his frustration and fear, and I would spend the next several hours rocking this inconsolable child. Walking toward the cries only felt like futility.
Even now, trying to justify my inaction, I know I sound like a jerk. But I think most parents have been there at least once, where you’ve given everything, you had to give, and you know it wasn’t enough. Where you know, you weren’t enough. 
My wife, partially, because she’s a better human being than me, and partially because she’s a lighter sleeper than I am, eventually woke up, rolled out of bed, walked down the hallway into the room, and scooped this little inconsolable boy out of his crib. I could see her make her way out to the living room, and as the added space between her and our bedroom, the cries began to soften. Eventually, I was able to drift off to sleep.
Several hours later, I woke up, realizing my wife was not in bed. The house is quiet, almost too quiet, and I couldn’t get back to sleep. I got up to see where she was at. It didn’t take me long to find her on the couch holding Noah. At first, the stillness and peaceful scene made me think they were both asleep, but as I got closer to pick up this little baby boy, I noticed he wasn’t asleep. He was wide awake and he’s staring right at me.
I couldn’t figure out why, but something about this moment immobilized me. It was more than his lack of tears and the silence, or fear of him starting to cry. Something was fundamentally different about Noah. I stood there in the moonlight for minutes, staring at this child, when it hit me; Noah was smiling. In the months that he had lived at our house, I had never seen him smile. The image of his sweet little face shook me to my core. He was displaying a peace and contentment that not only had seemed impossible to him just a few short hours ago, but now seemed beyond what I could know. 
The next morning, I asked my wife how she quieted him down. I wanted to know the secret. She didn’t respond at first. After a moment she simply said, “Nothing.”
Trying to quiet him down wasn’t working, so she just sat with him on the couch and let him cry. Eventually, in the midst of his fear and confusion, there was something about my wife’s presence that communicated something in his little brain that told him, “I am not alone.”
That was the morning I quit trying to fix Noah, and I started sitting with Noah. We still had days full of therapy, and doctors’ appointments, and visits. They were still important, but they seemed secondary. There was something in that moment, as he smiled up at me from the couch. There was something about just being present with Noah that went deeper than anything we could accomplish.
No matter how successful any appointment or therapy session was, Noah could never be more at peace, or more cherished, or more valued, than he was on that couch.
I have been blessed to care for several children in my life, both foster and biological. There are moments when what’s really important comes to the surface, and all the trivial stuff melts away. There were so many of those moments with Noah. 
Later, when Isaac was born, I remember holding him in the hospital for the first time and feeling the sacredness of that moment. The really important stuff came to the surface, and all the trivial stuff melted away. I remember promising him, before he could even understand, that I would be a dad who was present.
	And somewhere between the couch with Noah, and holding my son in the hospital, driving home from the hospital, and that fishing lake, I forgot about that promise. 
	Thank God for sending me Frank.
	I’m a pastor, and I preach Jesus every week. But I’m often getting sermons preached at me by the culture Monday through Saturday, and in this country, culture values power, efficiency, production, and performance. The greater the performance and production of an individual, the greater value they have. This religion of performance saturates our culture. It saturates our churches. It saturates our relationships. It saturates the way we treat our children.
One Sunday morning I was back into the production mode of being a Pastor, and spent the morning begin short with both of my boys. I was trying to get things done for work, and they just weren’t cooperating. 
Sundays are never easy, but this one is going to do me in, back in my office, as I could hear my youngest banging on the drums in the sanctuary, I finally snapped. He knows he’s not supposed to be out there unsupervised, touching things and horsing around. Slamming my bible shut, I go flying out of my office, headed to the sanctuary for a pre-sermon. 
	Entering the sanctuary, I’m met with Frank, his 70 year old knees, twisted in braces, wedged down on the floor, kneeling in front of the drums. His hands are draped over the snare as he whispers the lyrics to the morning praise songs. Gently guiding his wrists, my son is able to “play” along on the drums. 
	I glanced at the music director, who simply shrugs and mouths that they won’t start prep for another 15 minutes.
	I look back over at Frank and my son, as Frank lets go of his wrists. “Your turn.” 
	My son doesn’t have much rhythm. Frank says its beautiful. They move on to verse 2.
	Another sacred moment, and I almost missed it.
	Every Sunday, it was our moment to be seen. Frank was there waiting and our boys were there ready to drum. 
	This fall, it was more than fishing and drums. My two boys began to fall in love with music. My oldest started to play the saxophone and my youngest started piano lessons. He was excited on his first day. The plan was to go straight from school to the church, where his teacher would be waiting. Before he got on the bus, makes me promise I will still let him drum with Frank on Sundays. I just smile. I’m not able to talk.
**Contemplative Music**
	As the bus pulls away, I look down at my phone and reread the texts.
3 am – Franks had a stroke, in the ER
4 am – Frank is being life flighted
7 am – Frank is no longer with us
	I didn’t know how to tell my son, there won’t be drum lessons on Sundays. 
A week after Frank passed away, my son, and I were back out at the lake fishing. He’s staring absentmindedly at the water, when he suddenly looks at me and says, “Daddy, I’m confused.”
Thankful for my break of my own thoughts. Thankful for a moment where I could be back in control. Thankful for a moment where I could focus on fishing questions, I said, “What are you confused about buddy? How can I help?”
	“Can’t really help. My hearts just confused. I just want to hear God’s voice and know it’s going to be okay.”
In that moment I wanted to take away his pain. I wanted to say something that would ease the discomfort he was feeling. I wanted to take his confusion away. I needed to do something.
But as he leaned into my shoulder, and I wrapped my arm around him, something shifted. I recognize that holding us in that moment the same sacredness that saturated the smile of Noah all those years ago. I didn’t need to say anything. I didn’t need to do anything. After all, sometimes a little boy, just needs his daddy to shut up and let him fish.
**Podcast Outro Music**
Host (voiceover): Thank you for joining us today on “Dad’s Present.” We hope today's story reminds you of the value of just being there, and letting your loved ones know they matter.. Join us next time as we continue to explore the moments that truly shape our lives. Until then, keep being present in the moment!”




From Power to Presence:
Redefining Community through Storytelling 


Vocational Public Theologian


In a world where technology offers connection on a global scale, I often observe a polarizing image on Sunday mornings. From the rural pulpit I am paid to preach from, separation and isolation saturates many of the individuals sitting in our pews.  
Vocationally, I am a pastor at a small Presbyterian church in Western Pennsylvania, 20 minutes from West Virginia, smack dab in the middle of coal mining country. In this small town, there are no strangers, and we all claim to know one another. Standing in front of the congregation though, I can feel the walls that separate us from one another. I have learned proximity is never a guarantee for intimacy. We often feel like a group of strangers who have learned, adapted, and specialized in privatizing our faith.
	They look to me to teach them theology that will change their life and bring them closer to God. The task, however, feels impossible. Even as a small church, there are too many individuals, in too many different places, with too many backgrounds, and too many needs. If the goal of my preaching is to relay a knowledge of theology that is relevant to these individuals, I know I will ultimately fail on a grand scale. 
	To be an effective public theologian, one must engage a community as whole, not addressing them as a collection of individuals, but draw them together communally and begin conversations that continue beyond the scope of an event or worship service, or merely serve as a source of information. In other words, a public theologian may be a catalyst for faith conversations of growth and exploration, but they cannot be the sole source of fuel. Public theologians must be instigators of theological curiosity and conversations with communities.
The challenge lies not in starting a conversation, but in making a connection between two strangers, who think and assume they know each other. To move into a new authentic place of relational growth in our faith communities a major shift in the way we trust each other, relate to our neighbors, and live in community, needs to take place. For this to occur, public theologians will need to develop and implement new creative ways of communicating, with the hope of sparking relational and authentic faith conversations that connect the community to God and one another.


The Disconnect

There is an incongruity and inconsistency between who the Church in America claims Jesus Christ to be, and the way that belief plays out in our ministries, preaching, and the way we interact and treat one another.  Jesus is often reduced to a few critical moments within our daily lives. We hold on to Jesus as an ally to our agenda, or personal story, rather than give thought to his kingship or the implications of what his role as sovereign king has on our lives, as well as how we relate with those around us. It can often leave us only asking the question, “What can Jesus do for me?” 

Waiting For a Moses Moment


When she opened it, she saw the child, and behold, the baby was crying. She took pity on him and said, "This is one of the Hebrews’ children. (Exodus 2:6)

	The text that begins Exodus (Exodus 2:1-10), where Moses is rescued from the water, is saturated with people’s plans. Granted, they do not always seem like very good  or well thought out plans, but they are people’s plans. A Levite takes a wife and has a child. The wife hides the child. The older sister follows the child. The Pharaoh’s daughter, who knows her dad is trying to kill these young boys, rescues the child. We see people, moving with intention, hoping for the best possible outcome.  All of them are thinking that they are acting independently, but, as readers, we know that this is not the case. 
In fact, we are tempted to laugh at this powerful man titled Pharaoh. The same river meant for the death and destruction of the Hebrew children is used by God to deliver life. The very house of the Pharaoh that plots for the destruction of these children, delivers safety. Moses is saved for a purpose and will be part of a larger story. 
However, this does not dimmish the pain individuals felt as their babies were lost on the banks of the river. Reading between the lines, we see the reality of death and murder pushing this story along. Pharaoh had to be throwing babies in the Nile for this mother to take the steps she took. There were mothers devastated and wailing as their children were thrown out like garbage. Moses was rescued, but how many mothers felt a terrifying emptiness and wondered where God was? 
For many of us, it does not take long in life to feel overwhelmed and wonder where God is. We wonder when will God reach down into the chaos of the river and deliver us. It seems more often than not, the chaos of the river wins. We are thrown about and beaten down. Where is God in the midst of all of this? How can we proclaim hope in a world where sometimes the “good guy” does not win? We wait for our “Moses Moment,” only to discover that not everyone gets to be Moses, or even have a Moses moment. Some of us are left mourning at the river.
For those of us who stand in the role of public theologian, we need to recognize that our preaching, teaching, ministry, and programs, are often leaving men and women isolated and mourning on the banks of the river.

The Fullness of God’s Plan


	Public theology must communicate God’s love and purpose that show a way forward from pain to healing, as well as from isolation to connection. In Reformed theology we often see grand language of what this looks like through the love and grace of Jesus. William Milligan gives a grand picture of the goal through the totality of the life of Jesus, not just a debt paid off, but the reconciliation of a divine family.
It was to reunite God with man and man with God; to open up the way by which sinful creatures may return with confidence to the Holy One from whom they have alienated themselves, and so remove every obstacle standing in the way of love and fellowship between them, that God may be acknowledged as a Father, and men be children in a Father’s house.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  William Milligan, The Ascension and Heavenly Priesthood of Our Lord (London: Macmillan, 1894), 61.] 


God is not taken aback by the moments of hardship and isolation in our life. Rather God is actively engaged in the of building bridges and avenues back into relationship with the broken and the divine.
In Genesis 15 we find an interesting dialogue between God and Abraham. God assures Abraham, that despite his age, his lack of an heir and the overall improbability of it, God is going to make his descendants more numerous than the stars in the sky; then God adds one additional detail. God foretells Abraham of 400 years of oppression that his descendants will suffer at the hands of the Egyptians.  In other words, when we do arrive at Exodus 2, God is not surprised, and the plan is not derailed or abandoned by God because of Pharaoh. God was moving to bring God’s creation back into fellowship with God. God is always moving forward to something beyond our comprehension, even beyond the salvation of one baby in the river. The author of Hebrews reminds us there is something happening even beyond the cross, where the ascension of Jesus is bringing in new, perfect life.
But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal gathering, and to the assembly of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, and to God, the judge of all, and to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel. (Hebrews 12:22-24)

	In the passage found in Heb 12:18-29 the author goes from alluding to Mt. Sinai, this terrifying experience for Moses, this terrifying, unapproachable place, to Mt. Zion, a party with the angels. God offers a promise of better things to come through the work of Jesus. You can almost feel the excitement—until you read that warning placed in the middle.
See that you do not refuse him who is speaking. For if they did not escape when they refused him who warned them on earth, much less will we escape if we reject him who warns from heaven. At that time his voice shook the earth, but now he has promised, "Yet once more I will shake not only the earth but also the heavens." This phrase, "Yet once more," indicates the removal of things that are shaken—that is, things that have been made—in order that the things that cannot be shaken may remain.

I want this to be good news. I really do. But everything around me says that I am defined by limits, by things the that are easily shaken by other men, let alone God.
This is indeed the “perfection” so often spoken of in the Epistle to the Hebrews, both in our Lord’s case and ours, - not mere glory after shame, repose after battle, or rest after the race of life is run, but man’s nature and condition brought to their ideal end; God united to man and man to God, in perfect, uninterrupted, and joyful fellowship.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Milligan, The Ascension, 112.] 


We profess this to be true. The God of the Old Testament is the same God of the New Testament. God working from Abraham, through the Davidic line, through Jesus, to reconcile creation to Godself.  There is one God and one mountain. The holiness of God is not something to be forgotten or ignored in the context of the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ. The whole foundation of reconciliation is foundational on the work of what God has done through Jesus.
Apart from the resurrection the No of God against our sins and the whole world of evil in which we had become entangled, even his rejection of our guilt, would be in vain…. But it is also true that apart from that No, the resurrection is no real Yes. Apart from God’s No, in judgment and crucifixion, the resurrection would be only an empty show of wonderful power, it would not have any saving content to it, it would contain no forgiveness.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Torrance, Thomas F. Space, Time and Resurrection (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1998), 58] 


We have oversimplified the division and fracturing of our relationship between the divine and humanity. In Jesus Christ, we find our reconciliation with God. However, reducing faith to a single historical moment can be dangerous. While the salvation brought by Jesus’ death is important, framing faith merely as a personal decision isolated to accept this or reject it to each individual can pose dangers within faith communities. When faith is attached solely to a past event, it risks detachment from our present circumstances, fostering a sense of isolation in the community of believers. This notion implies that faith is something attainable on a personal level, tailored to immediate circumstances. Therefore, one's current situation might their faith and worth, potentially isolating them from the larger community.
It's important that we deepen our understanding of Jesus Christ beyond his crucifixion. In him, we discover how profound the fracturing of relationships are and great the mending of that break is on our behalf. This gives Jesus ultimate authority in our lives. His life, teachings, and emphasis on caring for one another redefine the essence of our purpose and relationships.  Beyond the cross, it's through the Incarnation, Resurrection, and Ascension that God restores his creation, maintaining his integrity and holiness.
In essence, Jesus Christ offers us a more comprehensive perspective on life and family, going beyond past historical events to encompass the entirety of human existence and divine purpose.
The relations which the Almighty intended to exist between Himself and His intelligent creatures was that of constant and loving fellowship; no obstacle to the full outpouring of love upon His side, or to the confident and free return of love upon theirs. Communion of this kind, however, cannot be maintained between parties of whom the one is absolutely dependent on the other, unless the dependence be acknowledged and the obligations implied in it fulfilled.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Milligan, The Ascension, 117.] 


	Meaningful relationships should develop within a framework of accountability and community support, with guidance from a public theologian. The system emphasizes the importance of a deeper understanding of sacrifice in relation to who Jesus is, in fostering genuine connection, contrasting with what is often emphasized in modern church settings. As Jesus offers himself as a sacrifice and offering to God, we are restored to what God had originally intended us to be. The sacrifice and offering of Jesus, as he presents himself to the Father, is a sacrifice of life through his death. Through Jesus, death no longer has a place at the table. 
Turning, therefore, to this part of our inquiry, it would appear as if the fundamental conception of that offering of our Lord by which the breach of the broken covenant is healed, and man is restored to the Divine favor, is not death but life.[footnoteRef:5] [5:   Milligan, The Ascension, 128. ] 


	As those in Christ, our assurance comes through the living and reigning Lord, Jesus Christ. Our identity is not merely located in an event that occurred 2,000 years ago. The offering that Jesus presents before the Father is not an action, but God’s very being, and that has overflowing implications with how we can relate to others.
What our Lord was after He sat down at the right hand of the Heavenly Majesty He can never cease to be. The idea of a continuous application of redemption, resting upon what had been done in the past, cannot exhaust the work of the unchangeable and everlasting present.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Milligan, The Ascension, 126. ] 


	The temptation is to reduce Christianity to a single event that covers us from our sin. In this model, Jesus is merely reduced to sin cancelation. However, the “true idea of offering is not to be sought in death.”[footnoteRef:7] It is to be sought in life and relationship with God and one another.  [7:   Milligan, The Ascension,116. ] 

	According to Milligan, the thoughts and ideas that misinform our theology often arise from a misunderstanding of offering and blood as presented in Scripture.[footnoteRef:8] Through our lens, the cross and blood of Jesus Christ are viewed as death and punishment. When, a more complete view would be one of true life and restoration. [8:  This is no unfair or exaggerated representation of Christian sentiment widely entertained in every age of the Church’s history. The minds of men have been directed to the cross and to the cross alone. The sacrifice of Christ has been regarded as nothing more that the penalty of violated law. Milligan, The Ascension, 129. ] 

Our thoughts upon this subject are apt to be confused by the fact that the associations of the present day with the word “blood” are widely different from those with which that word was connected in the Hebrew mind.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Milligan, The Ascension, 128.] 


To be covered by the blood of Jesus is more than insurance. To be covered in this blood is to restore us to the relationship that God had originally intended to have with his Creation.[footnoteRef:10] In Jesus Christ I am brought into the presence of God, with eternal security through the life of Jesus. The Incarnation, Life, Death, Resurrection and Ascension of the Word is about life, not just his death. [10:  It will at once be admitted that, whatever may be said of Christ in glory, the redeemed in glory have always to present themselves to the Father as offering. In no other way, however, can they do this than in Him who is their life. 
Milligan, The Ascension, 137. 
] 

When we approach the mountain of God, driven by what we can do, pursuing perfection, trying to go at it alone, we are already in trouble. Regardless of how good our intentions might be, our efforts will not be good enough to get us up that mountain. These are the things that can be shaken. Either today or in a time to come. And regardless of how hard we work, how good we are or how well we plan, eventually, we are going to fall short. When that time comes, we will find ourselves in a pulpit, classroom, or hospital waiting room with nothing to say, and nothing to offer, because the individual human experience is one that cannot get to God and has no answer to life’s struggles. The answer is no different for the public theologian. My preaching, by itself, is not sufficient to reach out and minister to the congregation in front of me.
However, as men and women claimed by Jesus Christ, this is good news. Because through Jesus, God came down the mountain to us. It is not just about what Jesus has done, giving us an opportunity to climb the mountain. Mt. Zion is about what Jesus is doing in our present. Through the Life, Death, Resurrection and Ascension of Jesus Christ, God has brought God’s people into God’s presence.[footnoteRef:11] Through Jesus the limitless overtakes the limited.  God’s wholeness overtakes brokenness. The shakable things now find themselves participating in THE unshakable Kingdom of God.  [11:    In the case of spiritual and free beings nothing can take away the sin or impart the righteousness but identification with One who is absolutely acceptable to God, and whose labours, sufferings, and self-surrender to the will of God may, through union with Him, be made also theirs. 
Milligan The Ascension, 106. ] 

When tragedy comes and crises arise, when our plans fall short and when everything else is stripped away, we still have hope. In the grip of Jesus, the need to chase perfection, the nagging need to be good enough simply disappears. In Jesus, the need has been satisfied. Through Jesus we are given true life.
Following God’s work through Abraham, through the life of Moses, and through the Old Testament, we see this blessing fulfilled in Jesus Christ.  God has a plan to reconcile creation and humanity back to God. We see a promise to Abraham to bless the world, and we see God working through the brokenness, heartache and sin to fulfill that promise through Jesus Christ. 
Pharaoh could not stop it. Goliath could not stop it. Herod could not stop it. Saul could not stop it. And as Jesus went to the cross, and the disciples are huddled in a locked room, we find that death itself could not stop it.  Nothing will stand in the way of God’s plan. Nothing can stop it. 
As we follow Moses’ story, we find out that the “Moses Moment” was not owned by Moses, for Moses. It was God’s moment. In our life, if we experience a “Moses Moment,” it is a moment we never truly own ourselves. It is a moment we share through and with Jesus Christ. The chaos of the river will come. But the circumstances of your life are never the period. The chaos of the river doesn’t have the final say. And your plans are not the final solution. The assurance is found in the fulfillment of God’s promise. We serve a sovereign God, who has the ultimate control of our destiny. We are claimed by the promise of God, made to Abraham, fulfilled in Jesus Christ.
The question becomes, “Do I trust that Jesus is truly present in the congregation I am preaching to, and do I have the courage to start a conversation and allow myself to let go of the conversation so it can continue without me guiding it?” There is a tension that builds up in my heart as I yearn for control of something I must fully submit to, and I recognize I cannot control.

I Don’t Believe


At age eighteen, I took a call to serve at an American Baptist mission compound in South America, working alongside missionaries in Cochabamba, Bolivia. I volunteered to work in a prison ministry working with children who were incarcerated with their parents. For the first three weeks, I served with energy and passion. Then something started happening in my heart. My bed got a little bit harder than I was used to. I became more frustrated because I didn't understand the language as well as I should have. I was tired of having bland soup every morning. I missed my family. I started missing simple things, like watching Sunday football. To put it simply, I was in a really bad mood, all the time.
I would say to myself every morning that it was OK that I was feeling frustrated and tired because, after all, I was giving more than most people were giving. Chalking it up to culture shock, I tried to push through. One morning I just couldn’t fake it. I had had enough! I told the missionary how I was feeling and that I didn’t want to, or had the energy to, take care of anyone. I just wanted to sit in a corner and be left alone. He said it was okay, and I should take care of myself that morning. 
As I sat in the corner feeling sorry for myself, I began to watch them bring the kids in for the morning ritual of washing up and getting ready for a bowl of warm soup. They sat the soup on the table at the far end of the room and brought the kids in After everyone was settled and they said a prayer of thanks, children formed a line to get some food. . In the process of all the early morning commotion, for some reason I couldn't take my eyes off of one little girl.
She stood up from her seat, shaking from the cold morning breeze. Slowly, she walked up to the table and grabbed one of the bowls, carefully walking back to the table. Taking care not to spill any, she began to feed a three-year-old little girl.
For the next 20 minutes, she did not take one bite for herself. She was only concerned for her little companion. I know she had to have been hungrier than I was. I know she had to have been more uncomfortable too. However, she never complained. She never ate. She never took her eyes off her friend. She was so full of love and tenderness.
It was the most beautiful scene I had ever witnessed. It was also the absolutely most haunting scene I have ever witnessed. There was something in that five-year-old girl’s hands and eyes, in the way she fed and looked that girl, and the way she seemed to embodied Jesus, that I couldn’t understand. I was so ashamed. I couldn’t even fake it for three weeks, and what I witnessed in her was so real and genuine. In my advantages, blessings, and power, I seemed to be further away from Jesus and the Kingdom. There was something fundamentally wrong with my model for ministry.

Angry Voices in the Garden


In Karen Backstein’s retelling of the ancient parable of the blind men and the elephant, a prince is woken from his afternoon nap as yelling erupts from his garden. Looking out his window, he sees six men arguing over what an elephant is. Each man is frustrated because, from their own viewpoint, they have all had the same experience. They have traveled from the same home, walked the same path, had the same experience, and been led to the same animal, by the same guide. However, they were unable to appreciate how massive an animal an elephant truly is. One man could not contain it in his hands.
Caution should be taken to not overthink or get caught up in the theological implications of this parable, that we miss out on a profound truth everyone should agree on. In its beauty, depth, and complexity, life is beyond anyone’s ability to grasp by their individual effort.
Even when diversity seems absent, and our journey seems unified, our interpretation of the experience will differ in the retelling of our individual stories. We must validate others’ stories and experiences rather than argue for our limited experiences and viewpoint. Effective public theology should encourage connection through listening and sharing stories of hope and faith, that encourage ongoing dialogue, rather than isolated and personal experiences.
I will confess that my theological viewpoints, fears, and worries are significant and important to me. Nevertheless, I realize in the parable of the blind men and the elephant that I am not the prince. I am just another blind man saved by grace.
As a follower of Jesus, I believe God is weaving together a story, made up of stories. Some of these stories seem more significant than others, but they all are important and need to be heard. We are all part of the elephant.
	In 1 Corinthians 12:12-31, Paul reminds us that as a church, we do not function as individuals. We are a larger organism, where mutual dependance and respect is foundational, rather than a system where one who is weak is dependent on one who is strong. In other words, faith communities are always two-way streets. Samuel Wells points out this unhealthy dependency of one part of the body of the church on the other is where pastors, theologians, and seminarians begin to experience burnout. Their model is not rooted in community but in individualism and self-sufficiency.
	In his book, Incarnational Ministry, Wells recounts one young seminarian’s quest to passionately pursue ministry out of their own power and need to sustain things without others helping or giving back. The results were less than ideal. Eventually, they were a broken mess. Similar to my own situation in Bolivia, as I watched the young girl feed her friend, these young students were left with burnout and questions of doubt. Where did they go wrong?
The young seminarian’s theological mistake lay in believing that his own sacrifice took away sins and redeemed the world, rather than Jesus’s. His error was to believe that he was ultimately accountable to the youth group and the person leading the mission. But he wasn't. He was ultimately accountable to God, for whether he'd repented and accepted forgiveness and received and embodied the Christian faith and kept the promise of his baptism and used the gifts of the Holy Spirit affirmed in his confirmation.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Samuel Wells, Incarnational Ministry: Being with the Church (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017), 117.
] 


	So where does healing come from? If not from individual effort, then it must come from community. As we will see later when looking at the genealogy of Matthew, Jesus enjoys faith that Kosuke Koyama calls theologically transitive.[footnoteRef:13] There is a completeness when it is all put together.  [13:  Theological language is transitive. Our God is a transitive God, the God of the covenant-relationship. The strength of four friends, expressed through the act of helping the paralytic, is a Christianized strength. It is a baptized strength. The strength here served the commandment you shall love your neighbor as yourself. It became neighborly strength. It became community strength. Jesus saw their faith. I understand this to mean first of all that Jesus was moved. He appreciated the community strength. He appreciated the act of the four men and the attitude of trust on the part of the paralytic to whatever the four men were doing for him. It all came together to Jesus. This may have seemed a small and significant event which took place on one of Jesus preaching tours. Yet it moved the son of God. Others saw a big hole in the roof, and the other poor paralytic being let down. Jesus saw their faith.  - Kosuke Koyama, Three Mile an Hour God (SCM Press, 31), 10.

] 

Vocationally, as a public theologian, it is not my job to tell THE story but to share my story in a way that encourages others to share their story. Ultimately, our stories connected to the story of Jesus, who connects us in community.

The King’s Family


Every story, event, or adventure will have more than one perspective. As limited human beings, our perspectives are also limited, and can leave our versions of the events limited or one-sided. We can miss key details, which can lead to confusion, fear, anxiety, anger, or isolation. These feelings of isolation are often compounded in a society that is rooted in social media entities, controlled by those with the power to block, follow, share, or unfriend perspectives that help, or hurt, their own narratives and perspectives. This can lead to a cycle of storytelling that distorts facts and further alienates individuals from true community.
To allow us to come together, there needs to be an opportunity for the community to gain a new perspective. Often in the Old Testament, the Israelites would turn to their prophets, religious leaders, and scriptures to give them the bigger picture and larger perspective to guide their community. However, there were still times they were left feeling anxious, isolated, and fearful.
In his commentary, Isaiah: God Saves Sinners, Ray Ortlund frames the book of Isaiah as a prophet who has a vision. He is not, Ortlund argues, seeing imaginary pictures of make-believe in his head. Rather, Isaiah can see a deeper reality because of his relationship with God. A prophet is not ignoring the stories or situations that are occurring around them. They are simply connected to a larger, and deeper story. The prophet can handle adversity, doubt, fear, questions and anxiety, because they know how to listen to something greater than what they can know by their own perspective. Ortlund cuts away from the life of Isaiah and highlights a moment with Elisha and a young prophet to define this connection between our perspective and larger stories around us.
Elisha was surrounded one night in Dothan by the army of the Syrians (2 Kings 6:15-17.) A young man was with him there – a prophet-in-training. He got up one morning to find the area swarming with enemy troops. He was terrified. But when he alerted Elisha, the old man didn't panic. Elisha said, “Do not be terrified, for those who are with us are more than those who are with them.” His young friend must've thought, This old guy is past his prime! He doesn't appreciate the gravity of the situation. But what did the prophet do? He prayed, “O Lord, please open his eyes that he may see.” God did. And the young man saw that the surrounding mountains were filled with horses and chariots of fire. The prophet could see through appearances into reality, which is why the prophets were misunderstood.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Ray Ortlund, Isaiah, (Crossway, 21 Oct. 2005), 19.] 


Elisha could see the bigger picture. There was a moment, though, when the young man could not. The young man was nervous and scared, and could not see what God was up to. He could only see limitations. He had one thing though. He had a safe and secure connection with Elisha where he could question his perspective and ask Elisha questions about the circumstances and events currently surrounding him. In the young man’s questioning concerns, he found a mentor who heard and met his concerns with prayerful insight, not scoffing or dismissive ridicule.
In a world that is fracturing and hurting, the church should be the antithesis of what is happening. Unfortunately, the church is often mimicking and mirroring what is happening in our culture. Stories are told to frighten, rather than comfort, and isolate rather than reconcile. We often tell our narratives so that we might dominate rather than encourage, or silence rather than encourage dialogue. 
A public theologian knows the story of God is a bigger picture of reconciliation and family. Whatever individual story one may be experiencing, along with the trials and mourning that come with that, their job is to find ways to connect and encourage the community to see their story connected with one another, and God’s story, and allows the questions to be asked. In the listening to questions, and wrestling with answers together, one can receive perspective and clarity.
Paul states that in Jesus, isolation is no longer our reality: “In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace, which he lavished upon us, in all wisdom and insight making known to us the mystery of his will, according to his purpose, which he set forth in Christ as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth” Ephesians 1:7-10).
However, as a husband, father, and pastor who preaches Jesus every week, I see the disconnect between the teachings of Jesus, the prophets and the New Testament,  and the burnout, fear, and isolation I was seeing in the pews on Sunday morning.  Today, more than ever, public theologians need to engage in the de-privatization of faith and find creative ways to foster community and initiate theological conversations, not only with the divine, but within the community. Redemption and unity should be taking place through our stories and narrative. 
	In order to reverse the fracturing of church bodies, and to call people out of isolation into community, we need to rethink “why” and “how” we tell stories in faith communities. In Nourishing Narratives: The Power to Shape our Faith, Jennifer Holberg challenges the church regarding how we place ourselves in the story and identify in it.	
We all know that every story sounds very different, depending on the narrator…To decorate your child's nursery with a Noah's ark motif can only happen if you identify yourself with Noah's family and not the ocean of drowned humanity. We need always be mindful of this interpretive principal: who's on the boat (and who isn’t)? How limited is your reading based on where you're placing yourself in the story?[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Jennifer L. Holberg, Nourishing Narratives (InterVarsity Press, 25 July 2023), 161.] 


	When you seek to build a community that extends its reach beyond the familiar confines of its own members, the perspective of the community itself begins to shift.. Here, the values of listening and reconciliation are not afterthoughts but foundational. Rather than viewing community involvement as a burdensome duty driven by authority and obligations, we recognize it as a cherished privilege rooted in presence, trust, and love.
This paradigm shift demands a model that identifies with individuals beyond our immediate circles. While this approach may seem messy and at odds with the efficiency-focused nature of some churches, it's crucial for fostering genuine connections and meaningful relationships. Embracing this perspective requires a fundamental shift in attitude, one that prioritizes inclusivity, empathy, and authentic engagement over mere task completion. 
We see this value reflected in the very Incarnation of Jesus, often lost in today’s churches. In what Dr. Charlie Cotherman calls the “intentional inefficiency” of the Incarnation,[footnoteRef:16] the Word moves from Genesis 1, all powerful, producing, and efficient, to John 1, present and intimate, yet as a totally inefficient baby. In other words, our economy uses a scale, the greater the performance, the greater the value. God’s scale favors intimacy over performance, presence is greater than production, and love is greater than efficiency.  [16:  Charlie Cotherman, Why So Many Rural Churches? (https://www.plough.com/en/topics/faith/why-so-many-rural-churches, 2023).
] 

If we focus in on the theology of Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus, we can see how this plays out. We see scandalous stories: a daughter-in-law sleeping with her faither-in-law to have children because she was denied children, a prostitute who became the grandmother of a King, adultery and murder, and the exile of a people. Yet Matthew brings it out into the open. A close look at Matthew 1 illustrates the inefficient incarnational approach . By identifying Jesus with outsiders and community narrative’s that call the isolated out of the brokenness, they are recreated in community together.
	In mentioning Jesus family tree, Matthew includes four women who would have been a source of shame to those who wish to cling to power.
It is in the second message that we are to find meaning of the strangest feature of Matthew's genealogy. Contrary to custom, four women are included as ancestors of the Messiah. One might not be surprised to find the names of Sarah, Rebecca, and Leah listed, but it is not these, but the four questionable women who are mentioned: Tamar, who played the harlot with Judah (Genesis 38:15); Rahab, the Canaanite harlot (Joshua 2:1); Ruth the gentile (Ruth 1); and Bathsheba with whom David committed adultery (Matthew chapter 1:7 identifies her simply as the wife of Uriah). Two of the four are clearly non-Jewish; the other two, Tamar and Bathsheba, were frequently so regarded in Jewish tradition that their inclusion in the Messiah’s genealogy reminded the Jewish and the Gentile readers of the Gospel that God's great plan of salvation included Gentiles, even unrighteous Gentiles.[footnoteRef:17] [17: Douglas Hare Matthew (Louisville, Ky., Westminster John Knox Press, 2009), 6.
] 


Matthew diverges from conventional expectations by using a distinctive pointing out a scandalous background to this new Messiah. Unlike traditional notions of Messiahship, he doesn't pursue the wealthy or powerful. Instead, Jesus embodies humility, prioritizing qualities like listening, presence, and trust over the pursuit of power, he identifies with female outsiders, like Ruth and Rahab, and sexual scandals; including Bathsheba and Tamar. His genealogy, tracing back to David, symbolizes his connection to a royal lineage, but Jesus also aligns himself with those marginalized or overlooked, exemplifying solidarity with those "outside of the boat." This inclusive approach challenges societal norms, emphasizing compassion and empathy as foundational principles of his kingdom. In doing so, Jesus establishes a community that transcends boundaries, connecting even the misfits to a larger story.
 Jesus is telling a different story and building a different community because he's forming a different idea of a different type of Messiah. He’s not a King bent on building on power, rather one who practices listening, presence and trust.
When Matthew opens up the gospel story, he introduces Jesus by the title of Messiah, but we have to ask the question what the original audience would have thought when they heard the title Messiah? There would not have been an overall general understanding of Messiah. Not all would not be looking for a particular person or leader, while some would not even be looking for a king at all. There were different ideas, concepts, and worldviews even within the Jewish community of what went behind the label of this Messiah, or Christ.
Scholars are quite correct in reminding us that Judaism was very diverse at the time of Jesus; we may even speak of “judaisms.” It appears probable that the expectation of the Lord's anointed was unimportant to many Jews. Nonetheless, we should assume that this hope was well known, and thus available to any who wish to cherish it. The role and functions of the anticipated anointed were vague, and therefore individuals and groups could develop their own job description for the messiah.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Donald E. Gowan, Westminster Theological Wordbook of the Bible. (2014), 14.] 


When Matthew claims that he knows the Christ, and his name is Jesus, it is not only a bold move in naming a name, but he is redefining a story, concept, and movement within a culture of first-century Palestine. While the role may have been important to some, it was not important to all Jews of the time, even if they knew of the concept.[footnoteRef:19] Their main concern would have been the preservation of the dignity, culture, and power structure they already maintained, and if possible, the expansion of it.  [19:  Gowan, Donald E. Westminster Theological Wordbook of the Bible. (2014), 13-15.] 

	On the surface, Matthew has already set Jesus Christ, the Messiah, up for failure, because Jesus’ family tree has no interest to those people trying to preserve or expand power. For those on the fringes who have no power, or who have no interest or belief in the concept of Messiah, why should they care?
	We find that the answers to these questions are solved not through the answers of intellectual exercises but through the presence and storytelling of the Messiah himself. Perhaps this is why in Matthew 16, even as Jesus is redefining and teaching this disciples that he is the Messiah, he charges them not to tell anyone who he is (Matthew 16:20). At this point, it doesn't really matter if Jesus is right, or if it doesn't accomplish his purpose to be right, if the community is still fractured. Jesus knows that his listeners are like the blind men grasping for an elephant because there is too much limited perspective.
	Good theology is never enough. Jesus knows this. Peter, the “Rock,” turns right around in the next passage and proves it.
From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, the chief priests and the teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life. Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. “Never, Lord!” he said. “This shall never happen to you!” Jesus turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the concerns of God, but merely human concerns.” (Matthew 16:21-23)

The disciples had brushed up against the truth, but they did not grasp the whole story. We see a check-in at the halfway point of the gospel, but Jesus settles them down because they do not have the complete picture of the narrative. They still have more listening to do.
As we continue reading further accounts of interactions between Jesus and his disciples, we see further evidence of this. By the time we get to the book of Acts, we see the disciples after they have witnessed the horrors of the crucifixion. They have spent the weekend hiding. They have seen the empty tomb. They have now stood face to face with Jesus, resurrected! There he stands in all his glory, having already suffered, and even as he is presenting himself, the disciples still have limited views.	
In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach until the day he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles he had chosen. After his suffering, he presented himself to them and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God. On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this command: “Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about. For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” Then they gathered around him and asked him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” (Acts 1:1-7)

Jesus, the Messiah, is working for the hope of reconciling God's creation together. His hope is for all things to come together. The disciples however are asking about the Kingdom of Israel. Jesus is teaching about the Kingdom of God; They are asking about Israel. Jesus is talking about the big picture; They are talking about themselves. Jesus is talking about everything; they are still talking about the small thing.
	It's not until the book of Acts unfolds, when Jesus sends the Holy Spirit, that the disciples truly get the big picture. God brings perspective. This is where the story gets interesting from the disciples’ narrowmindedness begins to expand. However, it does not happen through a vacuum of isolated theological study. The disciples will learn a valuable lesson; Just because someone experiences the Holy Spirit, does not give one ownership of the Holy Spirit. Later in Acts we see Peter with the vision that leads to confusion. On a rooftop in Joppa, Peter is confronted with a decision over what to do with his hunger.
About noon the following day as they were on their journey and approaching the city, Peter went up on the roof to pray. He became hungry and wanted something to eat, and while the meal was being prepared, he fell into a trance. He saw heaven opened and something like a large sheet being let down to earth by its four corners. It contained all kinds of four-footed animals, as well as reptiles and birds. Then a voice told him, “Get up, Peter. Kill and eat.” 
“Surely not, Lord!” Peter replied. “I have never eaten anything impure or unclean.”
The voice spoke to him a second time, “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.”
This happened three times, and immediately the sheet was taken back to heaven. (Acts 10:9-16)

When Peter shows up at the House of Cornelius, Peter asks a question, and then listens to Cornelius’ story. Part of the miracle the disciples experience with the Holy Spirit was their ability to listen and hear one another, and give room for the others’ story. We are able to hear what God is doing and recognize the redemptive work in the lives of the other only when we yield to the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives.
	There is something powerful about story of the “other” that captures our hearts and can move us in a way that teaching through command simply cannot. Stories connect us, draw us in, and give us a viewpoint of what is happening. Fred Craddock theorizes that this is why Jesus taught through parables, and why they were so effective in forming the disciples as disciples.
The parable puts a burden on the listener that is not intellectual, rather it teases the mind into active thought. There has a feeling of strangeness and a very familiar narrative, and some interpretation is not only invited but urged. The hero thus becomes an active participant in the communication and begins to offer interpretations. Because the parable generates meanings for which the listener takes responsibility, it seems a particularly appropriate literary form for communicating the gospel, since each hearer must take responsibility for his or her own faith. It is easy to understand, therefore, why parables are not used by speakers who wish to control listeners by telling them exactly what to think and to do and why parables are not well received by persons who wish to be told directly what to think, to believe, and to do. Control is lost, participation is gained in the use of parables, because parables must be interpreted.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Fred B. Craddock, Luke (Louisville, Ky., Westminster John Knox Press, 2009) 108.] 


	Story isn't good for control, but it is good for community. It erases the power dynamic, but the presence and realness of relationship begins to solidify within the connections to those around us. We must begin to take responsibility for one another, while we gain perspective for the larger story around us.
	This is what was happening with the larger church in first-century Palestine. The ability to be present and listen to one another’s stories, and value them, helped redefine community. It gave new perspective to what was happening around them.

Context for Podcast

In 15 years of vocational ministry, the hardest lesson for me to accept is simply this: sometimes we are called into situations where we cannot fix what is broken, produce results, or have authority to enact immediate change.  This is hard, even in ministry, because our culture values and worships efficiency, production, and power. 
As a husband, father, and pastor who preaches Jesus every week in a small rural conservative town, I struggle with the disconnect between the teachings of Jesus and the burnout I see in the pews on Sunday morning, particularly in the lives of our young fathers. The problem was compounded by the reality that the burnout was not contained to the pews. If I am being completely honest with myself, the burnout had saturated the pulpit, my ministry, and my relationship with my family.
In our conservative, rural churches, we often are tempted to worship what we produce or achieve. We value efficiency, production, and performance. The greater the performance and production of an individual, the greater value they have. This religion of performance saturates our culture. It saturates our churches,  our relationships, and the way we treat our children. 
A friend once reminded me of the power of friendship and presence. In these moments, where we cannot fix something, she said, “Your being there is the exact miracle they need, to be seen and heard. Your presence is a sign that remind them they matter, and they are not alone at their loneliest moment in their life.” This is what ministry looks like. The ministry of presence communicates the gospel unlike any else. It intertwines their narrative with THE narrative. Cherish these moments in your ministry as deeply as any other. It may seem like you're accomplishing nothing, but in those instances, you're achieving far more than you realize. 
I’m not sure I would have ever believed her until I became a foster parent. I found myself in situations where many people labeled the situation hopeless because it was inefficient. I could produce nothing, and many times I felt powerless. However, this was the only place I had found renewal for my soul and had seen glimpses of value and peace in my life. When I was present in the moment as a dad, and able to listen to their voice, and be present in their story, it was a two-way relationship with the children who began to pull me into a deeper, more meaningful, existence. Even in every day, “average” moments, I found value in more than what I produced. There was something sacred in what I was discovering in these everyday moments.

Purpose and Vision


I think back to that little girl in Bolivia all those years ago and begin to understand how she understood what I did not. She had two things that my privilege and blessings were keeping me blind to. First, in her need, she had the opportunity to let others love her. Oftentimes in our self-sufficiency we never give others the opportunity to love us. Our pride often keeps people at a distance. And she experienced that love every day. She trusted it. She believed in it. She knew it intimately. Secondly, because of that love and consistency, she knew there was always going to be enough at that table. She never had to worry about it running out. She could give freely because she knew there was enough.
The church needs to quit worshipping power in the way that the world worships power. That is not how we experience Jesus. We need to fall in love with our averageness or—dare I say it?—even our weakness. Samuel Wells reminds us that when we fall in love with power as the world defines it, the church has often thrown Jesus out with the trash.
Congregations often think they need to be full of big and strong and powerful people. But Jesus was the stone the builders rejected, and then in his ministry he surrounded himself with stones that the builders had rejected. Jesus didn't found the church on the so-called center, the sorted, the normal, the benevolent and the condescending. Jesus assumed the church would always need the work of the Holy Spirit, the work of miracle, of subversion, of turning the world upside down. Nothing has changed, except for a lot of the intervening years the church has forgotten who Jesus was and whose company he kept. It is not that the church is the Good Shepherd and the lapsed are the lost sheep, it is more that the stone that the chip builders rejected as Jesus, and the stones the church has rejected may turn out to be Jesus too.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Wells, Incarnational Mission, 39.] 


As public theologians, we need to acknowledge Jesus is at work in our communities and beyond our pulpits. We need to remind ourselves, and others, that we can learn something from anyone, if we are willing to listen, be present, and share our story. 
Now, not all lessons are created equal, but we should never discount the value of what a person brings to the table. There is something the couple who has been married for 60 years can teach you about commitment that you cannot learn in a book. A mother who cares for her sick children will teach you more about unconditional love than a conference. And the list goes on: faithfulness from the lady who has been attending the same church for 75 years, perseverance from one who has been battling a chronic illness, or joy from a child painting on a canvas or singing songs at VBS. You cannot experience these in a classroom or from a pulpit.
I have been blessed with the opportunity to study with some pretty amazing people, both teachers and students. I’ve been a part of some wonderful courses, conferences, and retreats. As a pastor, it is so tempting to equate these experiences with becoming an expert at life. But the truth is, many "experts" have watched churches die in their presence. Expert advice will not save the church. Well-articulated theology will not save the church. Jesus saved the church. 
My job is to initiate conversations and get people paying attention to what is happening in the community, to get them to be present within these moments with God, and to share these moments with the community they are a part of. There comes a time when we need to start conversations and let others outside of the pulpit share their story, and watch God get to work. We have to show up as a community, not just on Sundays, but the rest of the week as well. 
As public theologians we cannot get so caught up in knowledge, career advancements, or being in control, that we forget to be present to those around us, especially our church family. Theological life cannot just be about amassing and exchanging theological ideas. Theological life must be rooted in growing, surrendering to, and experiencing this beautiful gift called church community. We creatively look to start conversations to build relationships and share stories with those around us and let the Holy Spirit form and teach us through these interactions. 
“Dad’s Present” is a podcast series that seeks to combine modern day parables and my personal story as a foster dad, to engage dads suffering from burnout. It is designed to help Dads set aside production, performance, and efficiency, and to help them engage in intimacy and presence with their children. The hope is not to teach dads from an intellectual standpoint how to be better dads, but to nurture their souls, feed their hope, and help them reconnect with their children. Through story, while God refreshes their soul, and their child's soul, as they can seek to co-create a new world for their families. 
Through an audible story format, the hope is the listener will lean in to hear the story, and be moved to ask the question in their own heart, “Where am I in God’s story, what’s next in mine, and how can I be present in it?” 
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