
A tornado outbreak of up to 30 twisters struck several southeastern states on Sunday, March 3, the most 
severe occurring in Lee County, Alabama, which left a path of destruction a mile wide and 27 miles long. 
Among the 23 people who were killed in the storm were five members of Makitha Griffin's family. 

Instead of withdrawing to nurse her grief, Griffin pressed into her community, joining other volunteers to 
help feed first responders and other storm victims. 

The catastrophe opens the door for a discussion about how faith operates during communal trauma. So 
that will be the topic of this week's lesson. 

If you'd prefer a different topic, consider our second lesson, which looks at the news about the United 
Methodist Church's recent General Conference that decided by a narrow vote to retain the denomination's 
ban on LGBT people serving as clergy and the ban on its clergy officiating at same-sex marriages. Many 
observers think the denomination will likely split over this decision. Some of the UM congregations are 
now muddling through as they decide what to do about their connection with the denomination and how to 
minister to LGBT people already in their parishes. 

Regardless of what denomination you belong to, you've likely had some experience with muddling 
through as the only visible way forward, if not in congregational squabbles, then in personal life. This 
lesson gives us an opportunity to consider how sometimes, muddling through may be God's plan for us. 
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Survivors of Deadly Tornadoes Serve Others in Their Time 

of Grief 
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In the News 

"Tell someone you love them every day," Cora Jones told a reporter days after losing her parents, 

brother, and seven other extended family members in the Alabama "monster tornado" that killed 

23 and injured some 90 others on Sunday, March 3. The youngest victim was 6, the oldest 89. 

Four children were among the dead. 

"Just that quick my mom and my dad and my brother were gone," Jones mourned. "I didn't have 

no idea I was seeing my mama for the last time, and I would have had so many things to tell her, 

and I couldn't tell her. I didn't know it was my last time." 

What would she have wanted to tell her, she was asked. 

"That I love her," Jones answered. 

"Love one another," she urged. 



The rural community of Beauregard in Lee County, 60 miles northeast of Montgomery, was 

hardest hit, with four tornadoes, including an EF-4 storm with winds of 170 mph that cut a path 

more than a mile wide and nearly 27 miles long. 

Tornadoes are measured on the Enhanced Fujita scale from 0 to 5 based on intensity and damage 

caused. 

About 30 tornadoes touched down that Sunday across the Southeast, in what officials at the 

National Weather Service are calling a "tornado outbreak" and what Susie Hardy, whose home in 

Smiths Station, Alabama, was destroyed, described as "Armageddon." 

She and her husband Troy survived, along with their 4-year-old grandson, hidden under a heavy 

mattress. Troy, who had been an Army staff sergeant, said the neighborhood looked like a war 

zone, worse than anything he had ever seen during his military service, because this time it 

involved his family. 

The Lee County twister was the deadliest to hit the United States since an EF-5 tornado killed 24 

people in Moore, Oklahoma, in 2013. 

Makitha Griffin lost five family members to the tornadoes, including two aunts, two uncles and a 

cousin. Griffin asked for prayer for another cousin, now orphaned, who was hospitalized with 

injuries suffered in the storm. 

The day after the storm, Griffin joined dozens of volunteers to feed first responders and 

displaced persons. 

People are pitching in to help, using whatever skills or resources they have to offer. 

The Poarch Band of Creek Indians is donating $184,000 to cover funeral costs for victims who 

died in the March 3 tornado. 

Veterinarians are caring for pets whose owners were unknown or deceased due to the storm. 

Businesses organized benefits to raise money for the recovery effort. 

In Beauregard, Dax Leandro helped his friend's mom clean up debris from her property, trying to 

find anything of value to restore to the family. 

Louie Evans, a member of the Tuskegee-Lee Baptist Association Disaster Relief Team, spent 

hours with his team of nine cutting 2,000 trees for another team of volunteers to haul away as 

communities begin the cleanup operation. 

"It is at times of greatest need that we often see our communities coming together to help one 

another," said Stephanie A. Bryan, the Poarch Creek Indian tribe's chair and CEO. "This is one 

of those times. Our thoughts and prayers are with all of those affected." 



Kathy Ledbetter came to Providence Baptist Church to help sort donated clothing in what has 

become a makeshift distribution center for supplies for those in need. Her granddaughter Mary 

Payton joined her. Kathy said, "I think kids need to learn to give back to their community, but 

also it helps them to appreciate more." 

Growing up, Griffin said, she learned the importance of community. 

"Everybody was still family whether they were related or not," she said. "We gotta help our 

families." 

"At the end of the day it was so many other people that needed to be healed," Griffin said. 

More on this story can be found at these links: 

Woman Mourning 5 Relatives Who Died in Alabama Tornadoes Is Feeding First 

Responders. CNN 
Survivors and Families Who Lost Loved Ones are Being Embraced by Their Alabama 

Communities After the Tornadoes. WGNO.com 

Tuskegee Team Puts Beliefs to Action for Tornado Survivors. WSFA.com 

A Native American Tribe Will Cover the Costs of the Funerals for All of the Alabama Tornado 

Victims. CNN 

After Deadly Tornado, Survivors Face Freezing Temperatures Amid Power Outages. PBS.org 

The Big Questions 

1. To the extent you feel comfortable sharing, what is the most traumatic experience you have 

had in your family, church and/or community? How did life change as a result of that 

experience? 

2. What role, if any, did faith play in your journey through communal trauma? 

3. What would you like to tell the church about the best way to help people who are going 

through long-term trauma? What should the church know about what is nothelpful to people at 

such a time? 

4. When might service to others be a useful coping skill for people who have experienced a 

traumatic event? 

5. What other coping skills have you found helpful in managing the aftereffects of trauma, if 

complete recovery is not realistic or probable? 

Confronting the News With Scripture and Hope 

Here are some Bible verses to guide your discussion: 

Job 2:11-13 

Now when Job's three friends heard of all these troubles that had come upon him, each of them 
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set out from his home -- Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite, and Zophar the Naamathite. 

They met together to go and console and comfort him. When they saw him from a distance, they 

did not recognize him, and they raised their voices and wept aloud; they tore their robes and 

threw dust in the air upon their heads. They sat with him on the ground seven days and seven 

nights, and no one spoke a word to him, for they saw that his suffering was very great. (For 

context, read 1:13-22; 2:7-13.) 

At the beginning of Job's story, the wealthy landowner was living large, with seven sons, three 

daughters and many possessions. But then he was hit by a series of devastating events: multiple 

attacks of marauders who stole his cattle and killed his servants, a wildfire that burned up his 

flocks and sheepherders, and a powerful wind event in which all 10 of his children were killed 

when the house in which they were dining collapsed. 

Initially, Job expressed his anguish by tearing his robe and shaving his head. But he also 

worshiped the Lord, acknowledging God's right to give and to take away what he had given, 

whenever he might choose to do so. 

After that, Job was afflicted with painful sores all over his body. His own wife suggested he 

should just curse God and die. But this Job refused to do. It didn't seem right to him to happily 

accept blessings from God but be unwilling to accept adversity. 

Job's three friends came to offer him comfort. At first, they identified with his grief by tearing 

their robes as well, weeping and throwing dust upon their heads in gestures of mourning. They 

sat in solidarity with him for an entire week without saying a word. Later, they conversed with 

him at length, but one could argue that their silent presence was more helpful to Job than all their 

speeches. 

Questions: What actions and/or words on the part of others were most comforting to you when 

you have experienced grief? What actions and/or words have been less helpful? 

Mark 6:34, 41-42 

As [Jesus] went ashore, he saw a great crowd; and he had compassion for them, because they 

were like sheep without a shepherd; and he began to teach them many things. … Taking the five 

loaves and the two fish, he looked up to heaven, and blessed and broke the loaves, and gave them 

to his disciples to set before the people; and he divided the two fish among them all. And all ate 

and were filled; (For context, read 6:30-46.) 

The feeding of the five thousand takes place at a time of personal grief for Jesus and communal 

trauma for his people, after King Herod had Jesus' cousin John (the Baptist) beheaded in prison. 

John's disciples came and took his body and laid it in a tomb (vv. 27-29). 

The callous brutality of the execution must have terrorized and grieved the people who honored 

and respected John. 

For Jesus, John's death was a personal loss, compounded by the fact that John had been the 

herald who introduced Jesus to the world when he began his public ministry. Their lives and 



ministries were so intertwined that the attack on John must have felt like a portent of the 

suffering that was still to come for Jesus himself. 

Jesus had sent his disciples out on a mission, and upon their return, they briefed him about their 

trip. Knowing they needed a rest, Jesus encouraged them to slip away from the crowds, but their 

retreat was cut short because the people figured out where they were going and met them there 

(vv. 30-33). 

Even while experiencing his own profound grief, Jesus considered the needs of his disciples and 

of the community as a whole. He went out of his way to satisfy their spiritual and physical 

hunger and to heal the sick (vv. 53-56). 

Question: How do you balance the need for self-care with the call to serve others? 

Acts 8:1-4 

And Saul approved of their killing [Stephen]. That day a severe persecution began against the 

church in Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered throughout the countryside of 

Judea and Samaria. Devout men buried Stephen and made loud lamentation over him. But Saul 

was ravaging the church by entering house after house; dragging off both men and women, he 

committed them to prison. Now those who were scattered went from place to place, proclaiming 

the word. (For context, read 8:1-8.) 

After Jesus' ascension, his disciples faced opposition similar to the kind he had encountered. One 

of the men chosen to distribute food equitably among the widows in the church, Stephen, 

preached the gospel with such power that some enemies seized him and brought false charges 

against him (Acts 6:1-15). 

The defense Stephen presented so enraged his accusers that they stoned him to death (Acts 7:54-

60). 

Most of the believers were displaced by the violence mounted against the Jerusalem church. 

They did not hide the extent of their communal trauma or the depth of their grief, but they also 

proclaimed the word wherever they went. 

One of Stephen's fellow deacons, Philip, went to Samaria, where his preaching and works of 

healing and exorcism brought great joy to the Samaritans. 

Questions: What are some ways a traumatized community may grieve together, leading to some 

measure of catharsis and healing? What gave the scattered believers the strength they needed to 

proclaim the word even though their lives were turned upside down? 

1 Corinthians 12:7, 27 

To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good. ... Now you are the body of 

Christ and individually members of it. (For context, read 12:4-14, 27.) 



Paul compared the church to a human body. In the body of Christ, Jesus is the head, and 

individual believers are the various limbs and organs in the body. Each member of the body is to 

function for the benefit of the whole, "for the common good." 

Even when immersed in her own grief, Makitha Griffin reached out to serve others, both the 

hurting and the helpers. Whether or not Griffin is a Christian, she's clearly incarnating God's care 

for the people who need care, which is to say she is Jesus' hands and feet and heart here on Earth. 

Maybe you've heard the story about a little girl who was afraid of the dark. After her father put 

her to bed one night, it didn't take long before he heard her whimper, then whine, and finally wail 

in panic. He returned to her side to remind her that God was always with her. "I know, Daddy," 

his daughter answered, "But I want God with skin on!" 

Revelation 21:4 says God will wipe away every tear, but in this life, God uses human hands to do 

that. Psalm 34:18 says the Lord is near to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in 

spirit, but this side of paradise the brokenhearted feel God's closeness through human agency. 

Psalm 147:3 says God heals the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds; we know that God 

uses people to accomplish that. 

Questions: In your experience, what is the most striking example (other than Jesus himself) of 

someone embodying the love of God? 

How can you make yourself available for God to use your hands to wipe away tears, to come 

near to the brokenhearted to heal and bind up their wounds? 

For Further Discussion 

1. Meredith Cummings, who survived an EF-4 multiple vortex tornado in April 2011 with her 

daughter, wrote in "A Message for Lee County From a Tuscaloosa Survivor"to encourage the 

residents of Lee County. 
            "Hope will find you. I know it's hard to believe now. I know. Believe me, I do. Things 

will be hard. It will be soul-crushing at times. But it will get better. It can." 
            Cummings wrote that after the tornado destroyed their home, she found hope "in 

complete strangers who showed up on my lawn, as well as old friends I had not seen in 20 years. 

They had chainsaws and blankets and were ready to help." 
            She is comforted by the fact that, after devastating weather events, some communities 

pass legislation mandating higher safety standards in building codes, safe rooms in new schools, 

and other precautionary measures. 
            The tornado left Cummings with lingering anxiety and PTSD, but she finds strength in 

the example of three women she came to know after catastrophe struck that left one without her 

best friend, another without her daughter, and the third paralyzed from the waist down. 
            When Cummings feels downhearted, she thinks of the courage of these women, and 

determines that if they can persevere, she can, too.  
            "These strong women have become, like my daughter, survivors," Cummings wrote. "Yet 

they are not victims and you won't be either. You will be brave in the storm. 
            "This Ash Wednesday the biblical book of Matthew offers us all lessons in hope," she 

https://www.al.com/life/2019/03/a-message-for-lee-county-from-a-tuscaloosa-survivor-you-will-be-brave-after-the-storm.html


continued. "'And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, 

but it did not fall, because it had been founded upon a rock.' 
            "There is hope, Lee County. I am here, on the other side, to tell you that it will get better. 

You were brave. You got to be on the inside of a tornado and stood up to it." 
            What resources, within the community, and within survivors of traumatic events 

themselves, does Cummings point to that can help people adjust to a new normal after trauma? 

What have you found useful in your own life as you faced difficult challenges? 

2. Comment on this, from J.S. Park, a hospital chaplain: "If it's all upside down and life has been 

unfair -- [God] grieves with you too. … He will not lecture you or moralize your pain. In the 

depths, he is deeper still. When you cry out, so does he." 

3. Watch this four-minute video, Finding Beauty in the Rubble, about how one Japanese woman 

is coping with loss and trauma following a tsunami. What can we learn from her experience? 

4. Think about this, from Jonathan Haidt's book, The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are 

Divided by Politics and Religion:  
            "Human beings are the giraffes of altruism. We're one-of-a-kind freaks of nature who 

occasionally -- even if rarely -- can be as selfless and team-spirited as bees.  
            "If your moral ideal is the person who devotes her life to helping strangers, well, then OK 

-- such people are so rare that we send film crews out to record them for the evening news.  
            "But if you focus, as [Charles] Darwin did, on behavior in groups of people who know 

each other and share goals and values, then our ability to work together, divide labor, help each 

other and function as a team is so all-pervasive that we don't even notice it." 

Does Makitha Griffin, the woman in the tornado story, fit one or both of those descriptions, and 

if so, how? 

5. How does this statement, from Saint Leo the Great (Bishop of Rome from 440 to 460), speak 

to us when we have prosperity, health and security? How does it speak to us when we have 

adversity, poverty, sickness and insecurity? How, then, should we act when everything is going 

well for us? How should we act in times of trouble? 
            "Seeing that adversity does us harm, and prosperity spoils us, and it is equally dangerous 

not to have what we want at all, and to have it in the fullest measure. There is a trap in the 

fullness of riches, a trap in the straits of poverty. The one lifts us up in pride, the other incites us 

to complaint.  
            "Health tries us, sickness tries us, so long as the one fosters carelessness and the other, 

sadness. There is a snare in security, a snare in fear; and it matters not whether the mind, which 

is given over to earthly thoughts, is taken up with pleasures or with cares; for it is equally 

unhealthy to languish under empty delights, or to labor under racking anxiety."   

Responding to the News 

You may wish to watch "We Are His Hands," sung by a children's choir, or sing the chorus using 

this instrumental version with lyrics. 

https://vimeo.com/125076439
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Przw_NIyHbc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wj1IeQ4nyT8


Here are two versions of a different song of the same title, one a cappella version, and 

another, as originally performed by the band Whiteheart. 

How will you express the love of God as the hands of Christ this week? 

Prayer Suggested by 2 Corinthians 1:3-4 

We bless you, O God, Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and the God of all 

consolation, who consoles us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to console those who 

are in any affliction, with the consolation with which we ourselves are consoled by God. 

Take our hands, O God, and let them move at the impulse of your love, to wipe away tears from 

the eyes of those who mourn, to bind up the wounded and to heal broken hearts. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

Other News This Week 

United Methodists Vote to Retain Ban on Same-Sex 

Marriage and Gay Clergy 

In the News 

On February 26, at a specially called General Conference of The United Methodist Church 

(UMC) attended by more than 800 clergy and lay delegates, a majority vote (53 percent) 

confirmed the denomination's existing official opposition to same-sex marriages and to ordaining 

clergy who are openly lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgendered (LGBT) individuals. Observers 

say the decision is likely to bring about a split in the denomination. 

While at least four plans were proposed for how the denomination should address these issues, 

the delegates limited their voting to only two. One, dubbed the Traditional Plan, which was not 

supported by the church's bishops, called for retaining the church's current position that opposed 

same-sex marriages and opposed ordaining LGBT clergy. The other, called the One Church Plan, 

which the bishops supported, would have left questions of marriage up to individual churches 

and ordination up to Annual Conference ordaining bodies. (An Annual Conference is geographic 

division under the supervision of a bishop, similar to a diocese). In the voting, the Traditional 

Plan prevailed, by a vote of 438-384. 

In addition to leaving the official stance of the denomination fundamentally unchanged, the 

Traditional Plan called for punitive measures to be enforced when a member of the clergy 

violates the human sexuality stances by, for example, performing a same-sex marriage or by 

declaring oneself to be a practicing homosexual. The legislation will be reviewed by the church's 

judicial council, and many observers believe that some of the punitive parts may be ruled 

unconstitutional and thus will not be added to the church's rule book, called The Discipline. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wVOXYjw0Ofo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fYmXqZG0ptA


In recent years, some other mainline Protestant denominations, including the Episcopal Church, 

the Presbyterian Church (USA) and the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America have decided 

to open their churches to LGBT clergy and permit their pastors to officiate at same-sex 

marriages. Unlike them, however, the UMC is a global body, having congregations in Europe, 

Africa and the Philippines, as well as the United States. 

The United Methodist Church (UMC) was formed in 1968 by a merger between The Methodist 

Church and the Evangelical United Brethren Church, with both groups having roots going back 

to the late 1700s. The UMC is governed by the General Conference -- a global legislative 

gathering of United Methodists from all the countries where the UMC is established, including 

the United States and the Philippines as well as some countries in Europe and Africa. 

Although delegates at the General Conference voted by secret ballot, observers say that judging 

from what various delegates said during the debates, it appears that while traditionalists were a 

minority among the U.S. delegation, when joined by delegates from Africa, where United 

Methodism is growing rapidly, as well as by some delegates from other countries, the 

traditionalists comprised a majority. 

While it is too soon to know what the outcome of this vote will be or if, in fact, the denomination 

will split, the delegates did also pass a "disaffiliation plan," which provides guidelines for 

congregations that wish to leave the UMC "for reasons of conscience." What's more, some 

proponents of full inclusion of LGBT persons in the church have already declared their resolve 

to continue advocating for the change, and others have announced their intention to disobey the 

restrictive rules. 

As the General Conference was ending, a leadership team from the denomination's Western 

Jurisdiction, one of five divisions in the United States, each encompassing several Annual 

Conferences, announced that as a jurisdiction, they did not intend to abide by the decision of the 

General Conference. 

But leadership teams do not speak for every congregation, and in the aftermath of the General 

Conference vote, individual congregations will likely decide what, if anything, they will do. 

Retired UMC Bishop William Willimon acknowledged that when he wrote in The Christian 

Century: 

The question of LGBTQ clergy and same-sex marriage, insoluble at a corporate-style global 

gathering of 800 people, is more or less resolved in every congregation I know. The solution may 

not be one of which I approve [TWW note: Willimon is among those who favored change on the 

LGBT matters], but in a way that somehow works in the present moment for that congregation, 

in the place where Christ has assembled them, they muddle through. They may still have great 

differences; they may have lost members because of their solution. There may be repeated, 

heated arguments. The pastor may be uneasy with and unsure how to lead their work in progress, 

but they have practiced forbearance because Jesus told them to. They have discovered the 

adventure of worshiping the Trinity with people with whom they disagree, because, like it or not, 

those are the folk whom the Lord has convened and made Methodist. They muddle through. 



One United Methodist on the TWW team commented, "When it comes to dealing with divisive 

issues of all kinds, most congregations, regardless of denomination, know something about 

muddling through. Muddling through, in fact, may well be one way God gives us to handle 

matters that do not yield well to more organized processes." 

More on this story can be found at these links: 

2019 General Conference Passes Traditional Plan. UM News  

United Methodists Tighten Ban on Same-Sex Marriage and Gay Clergy. The New York Times  
What Happened and What Didn't at General Conference 2019. UMC.org  
The Methodist Mess in St. Louis. The Christian Century  
A Retired Bishop Weighs In. Unsettled Christianity 

Lessons From Other Denominational Divides. UM News 

Applying the News Story 

As mentioned above, one of our TWW colleagues said, "Muddling through ... may well be one 

way God gives us to handle matters that do not yield well to more organized processes." 

We suspect he's right. "Muddling through" is usually defined as "to continue despite confusion 

and difficulties," or as "to succeed (often clumsily) despite being ill equipped or untrained." 

Doesn't that describe the reality of much of what we face in life? In fact, if we want a definition 

of what "normal" is, muddling through probably works about as well as anything. 

Perhaps when we were young, we naively believed that for most problems, there were solutions 

"out there" somewhere, and that if we let the right people know about our difficulties or got in 

touch with the right agency or hired the right life coach, or read the right book or whatever, 

things would be fixed or solved. But what has life taught us since? Yes, there are wise people; 

yes, there are helping agencies; yes, there are how-to books and what not. But in many 

circumstances, there is only so much others can do. Some of what remains is up to God and some 

is up to us. 

That often means muddling through: putting one foot in front of the other, somehow doing what 

needs to be done today. Muddling through means dealing with what comes up, tackling the 

immediate stuff. Along the way, we may even have to back out of previous commitments and 

leave some other good things by the wayside. We generally have to start from whatever mess we 

find ourselves in and muddle our way out. That's often exhausting, but in fact, it's frequently the 

only way, because much of the time, there are no big, one-stroke solutions to life's problems. 

Martin Luther is often criticized for declaring "sin boldly!" Yet this places our own knowledge 

and abilities in a context that might be called "muddling through." When he wrote this, Luther 

was in hiding after being outlawed by the emperor. He was writing to his friend and fellow 

professor Philip Melanchthon: "If you are a preacher of mercy, do not preach imaginary but true 

mercy. If the mercy is true, you must therefore carry true -- not imaginary -- sin. God does not 
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save those who are only imaginary sinners. Be a sinner, and sin boldly, but more strongly trust in 

Christ, and rejoice in Christ who is the victor over sin, death, and the world." 

In effect, Luther was saying that no matter how much of a muddling mess we make, we can be 

confident that God has forgiven our sins, and, trusting in him boldly, he will never separate 

himself from us. 

This lesson gives us a chance to consider when muddling through is an opportunity to discover 

the way forward God wills for us. 

The Big Questions 

1. When, either in congregational life or in your personal life, has muddling through seemed to 

be the only way forward? What was the outcome? 

2. In circumstances where you cannot see a way forward, what, if anything, helps you to keep 

going nonetheless? 

3. When, if ever, has a divisive issue in your congregation or denomination caused you to rethink 

one or more of your established beliefs? What helped you with that rethinking process? What 

was the result? 

4. What do you think God might be telling you when some of your fellow Christians advocate a 

position you think does not fit the Christian life? 

5. What, if anything, helps you listen respectfully to the views of those with whom you disagree? 

What helps you to consider the possibility that your view is not the whole or final answer? 

Confronting the News With Scripture and Hope 

Here are some Bible verses to guide your discussion: 

James 4:13-15 

Come now, you who say, "Today or tomorrow we will go to such and such a town and spend a 

year there, doing business and making money." Yet you do not even know what tomorrow will 

bring. What is your life? For you are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes. 

Instead you ought to say, "If the Lord wishes, we will live and do this or that." (No context 

needed.) 

As far as we can determine, there's no word in either biblical Hebrew or biblical Greek for 

"muddle" in the modern sense of that word. But these verses from James seem to come close. 

The idea, promoted by James, is that it's better to acknowledge that life may present us with 

unforeseen detours -- that the way forward we had expected might be blocked, and such 

blockages could even be the will of God. 

If we find our way blocked, we may have no clear idea of how to proceed instead, and 

sometimes standing still is not an option either. 



Questions: What might muddling while trusting God look like? When is "We did the best we 

could" a perfectly acceptable explanation to God for choices we have made? When is it merely 

an excuse we make to God? What issue from your earlier years seems clear now, while at the 

time, the best you could do was muddle through? 

Galatians 6:9 
So let us not grow weary in doing what is right, for we will reap at harvest time, if we do not give 

up. (For context, read 6:7-10.) 

Doing right and finding it unappreciated is a bummer, especially if others are getting ahead by 

doing wrong. But this verse speaks to the confidence of the godly muddler, trusting that at God's 

harvest, our doing right finds its reward. 

Questions: Where do you need to hear and then apply the encouragement to not give up? Can 

we continue "doing right" together (serving God's people close at hand and around the world) 

while disagreeing about theological issues and/or biblical interpretations? Do we have to agree 

on everything all the time to be the body of Christ? 

Esther 4:16 
Go, gather all the Jews to be found in Susa, and hold a fast on my behalf, and neither eat nor 

drink for three days, night or day. I and my maids will also fast as you do. After that I will go to 

the king, though it is against the law; and if I perish, I perish. (For context, read 4:4-17.) 

During the era when many Jews had been forcibly resettled in the Persian Empire, Esther, a 

Jewish woman, was taken as a bride by the Persian king. He did not know she was Jewish, 

however. Later, when a plot by a high-ranking Persian official placed all the Jews in the kingdom 

under the threat of extermination, Esther's relative, Mordecai appealed to her to intercede with 

the king. For her to do so, even to intrude into the king's presence without being commanded by 

the king to come, was to risk his fury and the possibility of her own execution. 

Learning of the danger to her people, however, Esther resolved to confront her husband anyway, 

even if it meant her death. She was uncertain how to get an audience with the king, however, so 

she asked her fellow Jews to hold a fast on her behalf. And then, muddling ahead, she made her 

move. Fortunately, the king listened to her and responded positively, and her people were saved. 

On the TWW team, we discussed which Bible characters pleased God by muddling through. In 

addition to Esther, team members suggested Balaam, Job, Moses, Samson, Elijah and others. 

Finally, one member said, "Really, don't all the human characters in the Bible pretty much just 

muddle through? -- just like us?" 

Questions: Which Bible characters especially strike you as going forward with no clear idea of 

direction? Why? 

Romans 8:5-6 (J.B. Phillips New Testament) 
The carnal attitude sees no further than natural things. But the spiritual attitude reaches out 



after the things of the spirit. The former attitude means, bluntly, death: the latter means life and 

inward peace (For context, read 8:1-8.). 

It is the framework in which we muddle through that makes all the difference in how our 

muddling turns out. And that's the heart of Paul's message in the verses above. We can muddle 

through in the "carnal attitude [that] sees no further than natural things" -- in the dread that life 

has no meaning or purpose and that in the end, everything and everyone amounts to nothing. We 

can muddle through in the hope against hope that we'll somehow find peace in self-indulgence. 

We can muddle through in the fear that there are no ultimate answers. We can muddle through 

believing that we are alone and that it's all up to us, and thus have little hope of resolving 

anything for the long term. 

Or -- or -- we can muddle through in the Spirit -- looking at things as they really are, but with the 

assurance that sin and death do not have the last word. We can muddle through in the Spirit -- 

with the belief that what cannot be resolved can be borne through the grace of God. We can 

muddle through in the Spirit -- with the comfort that the Spirit of God is a Spirit of peace that 

surpasses understanding (Philippians 4:7). 

Muddling in the Spirit means that as we face problems of life, especially those that seem to defy 

solution -- when all we have left to do is muddle through -- we do not muddle through alone. We 

need to view our pains and losses and terrors and closed doors against the backdrop of what it 

means to walk in the Spirit and then carry on, clumsily if necessary, but in certainty that God 

flows even through our inefficiency, when our heart is tuned to him. 

Questions: What does it mean to you to muddle through in the Spirit? How does that differ from 

plodding ahead with no vision whatsoever? 

For Further Discussion 

1. Comment on this: Part of the wisdom of some of the 12-step programs, such as Alcoholics 

Anonymous, is that they don't focus on lifetime solutions; they talk about daily solutions -- 

staying sober one day at a time, for example. That's a muddling through sort of approach, but 

remarkably, it is often the only way that works. 

2. A little over a century and a half ago the issue of slavery split some denominations in half, 

including the earlier Methodists. A half century ago some of the methods used in the Civil Rights 

movement were also divisive for many Christians. Yet few today would express support for 

slavery or racial prejudice. Does reflecting on past divisive issues shed light or encourage 

patience regarding present divisive issues? Why or why not? 

3. Discuss this: Generally, muddling through is the opposite of efficiency, and there are always 

people and seminars and books ready to tell us how to be more efficient. But the trouble is, the 

world itself seldom runs efficiently. What's more, the situations in life that make it possible for 

us to do such things as "grow in the Spirit" are seldom models of efficiency. For example, one of 

the places where it's possible for us to learn to care about others is the family, an institution that's 

never been accused of efficiency.  



            Writer Eugene Kennedy notes that one of the ways men and women grow is by falling in 

love, a process that "has never had high marks for efficiency." Falling in love, says Kennedy, 

"preoccupies and drains a man of his energy, making him moon around during hours when he 

should be working; and yet it is still the best experience he knows, the experience that opens the 

magic of the world to him." More importantly, Kennedy says, "Christ lived an intensely human 

[read "inefficient"] life and he invites us to do the same. That's the whole meaning of 

Incarnation. ..." And he adds, "Maybe the Spirit can only touch us and change us when we drop 

the armor of efficiency and are able to let ourselves out with all the rough edges of life showing." 

(Eugene Kennedy, "Whoever said we were supposed to be efficient?" The Pain of Being Human, 

143-147.) 

4. Discuss these two statements in light of your knowledge and beliefs concerning colonialism 

and patronization. 

Retired UMC Bishop Willimon declared in his blog post concerning those United Methodists 

from outside the first world -- mainly from Africa -- who overwhelmingly voted for the 

Traditional Plan, "As for those in the global church who participated in this smackdown of North 

American Methodist mission and evangelism, they may soon regret the loss of financial support 

from a considerably weakened North American Methodism." 

Rev. Jerry Kulah, dean of the Gbarnga School of Theology in Liberia, declared, "Please hear me 

when I say as graciously as I can: We Africans are not children in need of Western 

enlightenment when it comes to the church's sexual ethics.  ... We do not need to hear a 

progressive U.S. bishop lecture us about our need to grow up. [TWW has been unable to learn 

which, if any specific bishop Kulah had in mind, or if he was reacting to general comments he'd 

heard. He made this statement before Willimon's blog post was published.] So if anyone is so 

naive or condescending as to think we would sell our birthright in Jesus Christ for American 

dollars, then they simply do not know us." 

5. Respond to this, from TWW team member Frank Ramirez who is a Church of the Brethren 

pastor: "Putting something to a vote creates winners and losers. The Old Brethren used to gather 

yearly in an Annual Meeting and engage in pretty vigorous discussion. However, they were 

willing to wait years or even decades until there was some consensus on an issue. Usually by that 

time it was no longer controversial. That's not always the case for the Church of the Brethren 

right now, by the way. 
            "I'm thinking of two instances in the '90s in our own denomination that have shown how 

important it is to wait for consensus, without any judgment expressed. I am aware of one 

congregation that struggled with the issue of relocating. They went through a period of 

discernment led by outside leadership. At the end of that process, there was a council meeting 

and on the basis of a two-vote majority, they moved to another location. They lost many 

members at the time. Another congregation, a couple years later, burned to the ground. They 

faced the decision whether to move or build on the old location. After a six-month discernment, a 

vote made it clear the congregation was equally split on the issue. They decided that no decision 

had been made, so they went through another discernment process and ended up moving with an 

almost unanimous approval. 



            "I've grown to think that voting is not the way for the church to move forward on an 

issue." 

Responding to the News 

Think about some difficult decision you need to make and consider whether muddling through 

might be a godly approach. 

Prayer 

O Lord, when muddling through seems to be the only way forward, give us your grace and help 

us to trust you, even when we cannot see where we are going. In Jesus' name. Amen. 
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