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To our “Clans” Warren, Young Boyle, Bruneski, Johnson, Landis, Racanelli, Sparrow, Steele


So thankful for you all, and all you have been to us! Our roots are deep and strong, Down into the River of Life, The Tree now bearing fruit for healing!





A NOTE TO THE READER



Thank you for picking up this book of Reflections, a journey of encountering various Cross Roads and responding, or not, to their implicit invitation to stop, listen, and take the risks involved in transformational change. This is not intended to be a “daily devotional” in the traditional sense. I love such books—Oswald Chambers’ My Utmost for His Highest, being one of my favorites, or the writings of F. W. Boreham.


This book of Reflections is a different sort of journey. Each month has an overarching theme and raises questions and conversations within that theme. It follows the arc of the story line in Anthony Spencer’s life, the main character in the novel Cross Roads, and therefore you will recognize a movement over the course of the year. Sometimes the connections will be quite subtle, such as a word that can also be defined as “vague,” but it is not my job nor within the scope of my abilities to make the connections from words and questions to your heart and soul and mind. That I respectfully and gratefully leave to the Holy Spirit, who is a redeeming genius.


We are all living in the same world of wonder and wounded, but often it seems as though we each inhabit a different universe, parallel and intersecting and yet wholly and holy our own. We are designed by and for community and yet also intended to be alone and distinct. Both are celebrated, and both are important and good, part of the great dance into which we have been created and included. Perhaps we ought not to be surprised that this rhythm and movement creates such beauty and such tension, but we often are exactly that—amazed, dismayed, joyful, torn, and we vacillate between light and dark. This book is an attempt to celebrate all of that, especially the penetration into the “ordinary” of everything that is extra-ordinary until you cannot distinguish the one from the other.


Sometimes the reflection is for you to see yourself and ask the questions that might arouse some deeper self-awareness. At other times, it may be for another—someone you love or someone you are trying to forgive or even someone you hardly know. Both are calls to prayer, a slowly emerging prayer over the course of the year, a conversation inside a relationship that involves speaking and listening. It will always include “an other,” visible or invisible, an expression of Aloneness and Community. In these words, I trust that you will know that should I see you along life’s journey, my desire is to be with you, to not cross the road and pass you by. You matter—to me, to the cosmos, to God.


WM. PAUL YOUNG, Author of Cross Roads





1
JANUARY



The Month of Dismay


The idea of actual change was daunting. The more entrenched in his habits and securities, the less inclined he was to believe that anything else was worth the effort if even possible. Known routines, even though painful at times, at least had their own predictability.




I do like the “idea” of change; it has a romantic air of challenge and wonder. My experience of actual change has often been painful and messy. I suppose it is easier to stay inside my lonely house and dream about change. Can I tell you that I really don’t like loneliness, but in time the oldest shirts become the most comfortable?








2
JANUARY



All was quiet as if the world was holding her breath. There are many ways to be alone.




Please teach me the difference between lonely and alone, how to move away from the isolation of lonely but into the embrace of the alone. Wait, on second thought, I think I will stay with lonely for a while longer. While it might not be a good friend, it’s at least someone I know.








3
JANUARY



He was determined and ever in search of the next advantage. That often required an outgoing and gregarious presence, broad smiles, eye contact, and firm handshakes, not because of any true consideration, but because everyone potentially held information that would be valuable in positioning for success. His many questions created the aura of genuine interest, leaving others with both a sense of significance but also a lingering emptiness.




I am such a Jacob at times—manipulator, usurper, scrambler.… I want to become authentic.… I just don’t know how to get there. Please?








4
JANUARY



Known for gestures of philanthropy, he understood the value of compassion as a means to more important objectives. Caring made people that much easier to manipulate.




The means justify the ends, the means justify the ends, the means… What a diabolical lie, especially when the ends are all wrong to begin with. I confess that I don’t even know how to do the right thing with the right motives. I need you to change my heart!








5
JANUARY



After a few halting attempts he has concluded that friends of any depth were a bad investment. So little return. Actual caring was inconvenient and a luxury for which he had no time or energy.




I did try the friend thing… you remember. Didn’t work out so well. If I recall, I wanted them to be “perfect” friends, everything I needed them to be for me, not real people. I keep getting invited into relationships and I keep resisting, staying safe, and staying lonely. What are you trying to say to me?








6
JANUARY



For Tony, happiness was a silly and transient sentiment, a vapor compared to the smell of a potential deal and the addicting aftertaste of the win. Like Scrooge of old, he took delight in wresting the last vestiges of dignity from those around him, especially employees who toiled from fear if not respect.




It’s only a game, right? Life is a reality video game where you have to compete to get to the next level. People are obstacles and impediments. I need to know that there are more levels or maybe a better reason to keep playing. Thoughts?








7
JANUARY



That marriage had ended in divorce for irreconcilable differences, a poster story of calculated disaffection and a callous lack of consideration. In only a few short years Tony had battered Loree’s sense of worth and value into barely recognizable bits and pieces.




I am so skilled at self-justification, which I suppose is the way I understand my salvation. I can create language that makes the evil I perpetrate into something noble, or at least… justifiable. In moments of honesty, it makes me sick.








8
JANUARY



The price he paid was losing his daughter in the process, something that rose like a specter in the shadows of a little too much Scotch, a little haunting that could soon be buried in the busyness of work and winning.




Is there anything sadder than the loss of your daughter’s smile? I need to get back to work…








9
JANUARY



If freedom is an incremental process, so, too, is the encroachment of evil. Small adjustments to truth and minor justifications over time build an edifice that would never have been predicted.




In our isolation, it is easier to see in the mirror an angel of light.








10
JANUARY



The inside house of the soul is magnificent but fragile; any betrayals and lies embedded in its walls and foundation shift its construction in directions unimagined.




How did I get here… from there? I would have said it was impossible, but here I am, successful in ways that don’t even matter. I am so good at lying to myself that I don’t know what is actually true. Do you think I might need people in my life who will tell me the truth?… No!… Wait…








11
JANUARY



The mystery of every human soul, even Anthony Spencer, is profound.




Please open my eyes to see, especially in the despicable, the damaging, the callous, the uncaring, the hurtful, the unkind… this profound mystery, the beauty of the human soul whom you love!








12
JANUARY



He had been birthed in an explosion of life, an inner expanding universe coalescing its own internal solar systems and galaxies with unimagined symmetry and elegance. Here even chaos played her part and order emerged as a by-product. Places of substance entered the dance of competing gravitational forces, each adding their own rotation to the mix, shifting the members of the cosmic waltz and spreading them out in a constant give-and-take of space and time and music.




… and here, I believed I was an accident, an inconvenience, a loss.… I think I am a believer, after all, in lies.








13
JANUARY



A long this road, pain and loss came crushing, causing this depth to lose its profoundly delicate structure and begin to collapse in on itself. The deterioration rippled on the surface in self-protective fear, selfish ambition, and the hardening of anything tender.




What was I supposed to do? Sure, I made choices that hurt, but so much I never wanted or asked for and was not in my control. Are you surprised by what I have become? Disappointed? What was I supposed to do?








14
JANUARY



What had been a living entity, a heart of flesh, became stone; a small hardened rock lived in the husk, the shell of the body. Once the form was an expression of inward wonder and magnificence. Now it must find its way with no support, a facade in search of a heart, a dying star ravenous in its own emptiness.




I confess to you, I don’t know how to turn a heart of stone into a heart of flesh. I’m not sure I want to go through what it takes. Please be my courage. I know I can’t do this by myself.








15
JANUARY



Pain, loss, and finally abandonment are each a hard taskmaster, but combined they become a desolation almost unendurable. These had weaponized Tony’s existence, equipping him with the ability to hide knives inside words, erect walls protecting the within from any approach, and keeping him locked in an imagination of safety while isolated and solitary.




My whole life has become an exercise in staying “safe.” Lonely feels safer than exposed, isolation than relationship… and yet…








16
JANUARY



Little true music now existed in Tony’s life; scraps of creativity barely audible. The soundtrack of his subsistence didn’t even qualify as Muzak—unsurprising elevator melodies accompanying his predictable elevator pitches.




I know that my incessant desire for self-protection has reduced my ability to experience life and emotions, and I hardly know what loving might look like. But if you heal my heart, will I have to actually “feel” again? Can I tell you how terrifying that sounds to me?








17
JANUARY



Fawning sycophants awaited his next directive, desperate to win a scrap of approval or perceived affection. In the wake of alleged success, others are carried along by a need to secure their own significance, identity, and agenda. Perception is reality, even if the perception is a lie.




Sometimes people make me sick, the way they use me to try to feel better, to step on me as a way of getting what they think they need, to find some certainty and security. Okay, I just realized that is what I do, too, and I’m a little sick of myself. Help?








18
JANUARY



What began as a hint of a shadow of uneasiness had grown to a conscious voice.




I hardly dare thank you for the unease in my life, the dismay that calls into question the ways I protect myself. I’m afraid you might take my gratitude as a request to make this permanent. I’m hoping you know me better than that and maybe that you care about me… even a little.








19
JANUARY



The more he looked, the more he noticed, so the more he looked. He had always been a little paranoid, but it now escalated to constant considerations of conspiracy, and he lived agitated and unnerved.




Why is it that I am so much more disposed to creating and living in an imagination that I am being wronged than in taking the risk to find out that I might be mistaken. I would even sacrifice long-term relationships to this imagination. Do you really love people like me, who are a little crazy?








20
JANUARY



He kept a collection of vinyl records whose scratches were like comforting reminders of times long gone.




Thank you for little bits of my history that occasionally show up; small reminders that there were other times, moments of innocence and wonder and simplicity. These call to me still. Thank you!








21
JANUARY



He frequently reviewed and changed [his official Last Will and Testament], adding or subtracting people as they intersected his life and their actions angered or pleased him. He imagined the impact of a gift or the lack thereof on those who would care about his wealth once he had joined the ranks of the “dearly departed.”




I confess I keep such a document in my imagination, and I add or erase people as they please or hurt me. It’s rather a sick pleasure, being able to control others without being embarrassed about it, and it’s not a way I would want others to think about me.








22
JANUARY



He had burned bridges, most bridges actually, and he supposed that therein he would find the answers. It has to be about money, he surmised. Wasn’t everything about money?




Money has been my god, something tangible that I could center my life around to give me a sense of certainty, worth, value, significance, and security. Its absence empowers my fears as does its presence, and it always challenges relationships. I need your wisdom.








23
JANUARY



He was currently the office hero, but this did not give him much peace. Any respite would be short-lived, and every success simply raised the bar of performance expectations. It was an exhausting way to live, but he resisted other options as irresponsible and lazy.




When burdens become our friends, any freedom seems irresponsible.








24
JANUARY



When uncertainty impinges upon routine, one begins to think about one’s life as a whole, about who matters and why.




I love uncertainty! I hate uncertainty! I love that it shakes me loose from the moorings of control and pushes me deeper. I hate that it is so… uncertain.








25
JANUARY



He was alone, but most of the time preferred it… He had reached every objective he had set, at least every realistic goal, and now in his forties he survived with a brooding sense of emptiness and percolating regrets. These he quickly stuffed down inside, into that invisible vault that human beings create to protect themselves from themselves.




In all my stuffing, I have become two people, and I am finding myself increasingly hard to live with. If you care for me, would you please find both of me and put me back together?








26
JANUARY



It was then that the idea occurred to create a list of those he trusted. Not of people he would say he trusted, but those he actually did trust. Those he would tell secrets to, share dreams with, and with whom he would expose his weaknesses.




Learning to trust an “other” is the true journey for every human being, but especially for those betrayed as children. Performance, be it religious or otherwise, is safer and easily justifiable; it makes everything about me.








27
JANUARY



The only people he truly trusted were all dead…




Dear God, I need some living people in my life whom I can trust. Please help me find them, or help them find me.








28
JANUARY



He treasured the faded photograph, the last one taken before a teenage partyer lost control and turned glory into rubble. He opened the safe and pulled it out, now protected inside a laminated sheet, but he tried to smooth out its wrinkles anyway, as if caressing it could somehow let them know.




I have people who showed up in a particular moment of my need. Some day, would you please let me tell them, thank them?








29
JANUARY



It was enough, his father’s grin.




How can something so simple, so ordinary, have such power?








30
JANUARY



Why had he written down the names of these people? It had been almost without thought, this final list, perhaps a true reflection of a source very deep and maybe even real, perhaps even a longing. He detested that word, but loved it somewhere. It sounded weak on the surface, but it had sure staying power, outlasting most other things that had come and gone in his life.




Something in this longing tells me that there is more to me, to us, than we know, someone larger and more alive, regardless of how I pretend it is not so and try to justify its removal.








31
JANUARY



These three iconic personages represented, along with the last name on the list, something larger than himself, a hint of a song never sung but still calling, the possibility of someone he might have been, an invitation, a belonging, a tender yearning.




I want to believe that there is a “bigger” that gives meaning to what is and to what I have made, even in my best efforts. I need to know that I matter just as I am, but that I belong to something or someone who cares.
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