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In 2017 I talked about what is possible with God through developing 
partnerships with others and what is possible for us with God in our 
everyday lives – with a focus on the 166 hours each week outside of our 
Sunday gatherings as a sign of discipleship and mission. Last year I 
focused on a huge list of what the churches had achieved, how we 
understand busyness in our calling and reminding people of the incredibly 
places and opportunities we have created to engage with, and learn 
about, God. 
 
This year is a slightly unusual one with my pending Extended Ministerial 
Development Leave (Sabbatical) starting in May and this has, to a 
degree, influenced the focus of my talk. I am most often asked two things 
in my role and especially over the last 10 months – How do I keep (and 
grow in) my faith in such chaotic and confusing time? and How do I 
become the person God has called me to be? These questions also relate 
to our churches and their mission and ministry. I am particularly focusing 
on those who follow Christ but I appreciate there is a wider community 
around us who are not all on this page but this is related to those who 
are seeking to live a life in relationship with Jesus. So, I am going to talk 
into two areas in response, they are titled Underpin Uncertainty 
(secure foundations through chaos), Self-Less=Self-More (the 
embrace of an Incredible Identity). 
 
Underpin Uncertainty  
(secure foundations for the journey through fragile landscapes) 
 
We all know that throughout history there have been immensely 
significant seasons where nations, communities, individuals have faced 
incredible periods of uncertainty. We each face an incredible mass of 
unknowing material that floods our lives, whether this is political 
confusion, national expression, health, financial complications, family 
complexities – that we have to somehow filter and sift through. There 
have been conversations recently involving both of our PCC’s thinking 
about the future and the shape of our partnership between Saint 
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Stephen’s and Holy Trinity. Asking ourselves questions, some 
challenging, about our identity, purpose and calling of how we grow in 
partnership and where we fit in the economy of God’s mission in the city. 
God calls us not only to live with but also to grow and thrive through 
uncertainty. We, even though it is counter-intuitive, are to move towards 
discomfort – most significant change often happens where we are not 
comfortable. How do we do this? Where do we place our emotions – our 
anxieties, our fears, our doubts? There are fragile shifting plates that we 
walk upon not only as followers of Christ but as human beings. How do 
we overcome but, more than that, not be defined by it?  
 
Jonathan Fields, author and founder of Good Life Project. ‘Uncertainty: 
Turning Fear and Doubt into Fuel for Brilliance’ suggests that we need a 
certain philosophy for overcoming uncertainty. ‘Whether you’re just 
looking to thrive in uncertain times or deliberately amplifying uncertainty 
in the name of creating better things and experiences … you can train 
your mind to not only handle the unease that comes from having to 
consistently act without having all the answers, but embrace and invite 
it as a signpost that what you’re doing matters … learn how to dance with 
the unknown. It’s possible, it just takes a bit of work. Then look for the 
opportunity that always goes hand in hand with upheaval.’ 
 
What immediately comes to mind is the renewing of our thinking, the 
transforming of our mental patterns and sequences by God’s grace (Rom 
12.2). And often, and in Christian culture, we throw around phrases like 
‘dance with the unknown or dance with the trinity’ now if you are not a 
dancer – the last thing you want to think about is doing something you 
don’t want to but learning how to be reshaped and realigned by the 
presence, love and grace of God hopefully is the first thing we each 
desire. 
 
The ‘Uncertainty Principle’ formulated by German physicist Werner 
Heisenberg in 1927: that it is impossible to measure the position and 
momentum of a particle simultaneously with absolute precision. There is 
no known reason why the uncertainty principle holds – it just 
does. Reflecting on this – of course, certainty is hard, it is aspirational 
and it is complex, even within Quantum physics. 
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On one hand we all know this – we communicate regularly and 
experience frequently that the world is fragile, that the future is unknown 
but, on the other hand, this is a dominant issue and thread through a life 
of following Christ and, perhaps, is more acute now than ever before. 
What can we do to underpin uncertainty, what ‘truths’ can we dig for or 
what character of God can we draw from the well of our being? 
 
In the Church of England, we use the following liturgical words in our 
Communion worship - The Lord is here. His Spirit is with us. This is 
foundational for any moment of our everyday life, any experience we are 
encountering, any chaos or darkness that surrounds us, any fragile 
ground upon which we feel under our feet. Where you are, the Lord is. 
Where you are, you are not alone. This helps us to seize the sacred. This 
helps us to align our perspective with something bigger than ourselves. 
The time I have spent with those in the last moments of life there has 
often been an awareness of a greater presence than the one we were 
encountering. Wherever you are – God is. And the beauty, the majesty 
and the wonder of God is that wherever you go, God goes before you. 
This is a rock. 
 
The word Rock is often used to describe God (1 Sam 2.2, Deut 32.4, Ps 
18.2) beginning in the Old Testament but also built upon in the New 
Testament. The Hebrew meaning has two words: Sela’ which is a long, 
narrow opening in a rock – used to describe God as a Rock of Refuge and 
Tsur which is an enormous safe and impenetrable place like a mountain 
– used to describe God’s strength and reliability. Jesus is described as 
this Rock (1 Cor 10.4). We sometimes need to withdraw, ‘hide’, with God 
and we need to be reminded of who is here with us, whatever we go 
through. We do this through prayer, stillness, reading, conversation. We 
need to incorporate within our lives regular, even if brief, time to check-
in and connect with what our intentions are for the day.  
 
Self-Less=Self-More  
(the embrace of an Incredible Identity). 
 
‘When I discover who I am, I’ll be free.’ 
Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man 
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You have often heard me mention recently the word Zeitgeist. Zeitgeist 
is made up from two German words, from the mid 19th century, Zeit 
which means ‘time’ and Geist which means ‘spirit’ and can be described 
as the defining spirit or mood of a particular period of history as shown 
by the ideas and beliefs of the time.  
(Monika Krause’s paper, ‘What is Zeitgeist? Examining period-specific cultural 
patterns’ is worth a read on how to apply this to research on culture.) 
 
‘You never know what will happen. There is a thing called zeitgeist. You 
have to hit it.’  
Andrew Lloyd Webber 
 
‘To some degree, we're all thinking about the same things. It's the 
zeitgeist. The trick, in a way, as a writer, is to hope that your interests 
in some sense link up with the culture around you.’  
Jennifer Egan 
 
‘In passing we should note this curious mark of our age: The only 
absolute allowed is the absolute insistence that there is no absolute.’  
Francis A. Schaeffer 
 
I suggest we live in the Zeitgeist of Self. Wherever we turn, a dominant 
world-view is there to greet us with an individualistic life where we have 
all the rights – we can choose what we want to be – define what we 
should be. This ‘perfect self’ is not just someone who is completely 
content, wealthy, happy, out-going, an ‘influencer’ to the world around 
them but they are also people who are exactly what they want to be. 
Social Media can be, for many, the pinnacle example of people’s 
obsession with themselves. The affect this is having on society, especially 
younger generations understanding of identity, community, friendships 
and well-being has been well documented over recent years. 

‘The iPhone is a greater threat to the Gospel of Jesus in the West than 
secularism ever has been or ever will be.’  
This Cultural Moment 
 
I read on a school website recently the following ‘that mobile phones, 
whilst a really useful addition to modern life, can be detrimental to 
students learning, relationships and mental health and that they are not 
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needed in school. We believe that young people should be learning and 
socialising in school without the pressures and distractions of mobiles.’ 
There is almost too much choice, just too much of everything that, for 
some, it can be overwhelming and, under the surface, many people – as 
seen by elevated numbers seeking help for anxiety, depression, mental 
ill-health – cannot tolerate the pressure, the weight, the multiple paths 
to becoming who you want to be. For some, we are looking so much at 
ourselves that we have not noticed that the mirror has begun to crack. 
There are serious questions and much needed answers.  

‘I seem to have run in a great circle, and met myself again on the starting 
line.’  
Jeanette Winterson, Oranges are Not the Only Fruit 
 
‘As a society of unbelief, Western culture is devoid of a sense of journey, 
of adventure, because it lacks belief in much more than the cultivation 
of an ever-shrinking horizon of self-preservation and self-expression.’ 
Stanley Hauerwas 
 
Pat MacDonald, who wrote ‘Narcissism in the Modern World, believes that 
this narcissistic culture stems from a disconnection with ourselves and 
the world around us in a western culture. ‘We have a narcissistic society 
where self-promotion and individuality seem to be essential, yet in our 
hearts that’s not what we want. We want to be part of a community, we 
want to be supported when we’re struggling, we want a sense of 
belonging. Being extraordinary is not a necessary component to being 
loved.” 
 
Selfie: How the West became Self-Obsessed by Will Storr is worth the 
read if you have time. Will looks at his own journey and reflects on human 
history to why we have a rise of narcissism and the selfie generation, up 
to, he suggests, our Zeitgeist of hyper-individualistic neoliberalism. 
However, ‘he finds no remedy for his self-dislike and, instead, concludes 
that the self is a false divinity. Worshipping it, we ignore profounder 
truths. “We’re connected,” Storr reminds us, “we’re a highly social 
species”. Narcissus died because he forgot he belonged to the human 
family.’ We see this translated in some of world leaders or authority 
figures in how they can appear to be do disconnected, so obsessed with 
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their own narrative, how they have created their own story as in Racket 
Theory. The band National, sing ‘The System only Dreams in Total 
Darkness’, addressing division, divisive hate and ‘dark faith’ in our 
society, and we have to be aware of a world which is intrinsically shaped 
in areas that do not provide more and more light but more and more 
fragmentation. Can we offer a way for those who are looking for a way? 
Of course, there are many people that can teach us things about this and 
about God. But, I hear you say, a relationship with Self is also important 
– Jesus talks about it. 
 
‘“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, 
and with all your mind.” This is the greatest and first commandment. And 
a second is like it: “You shall love your neighbour as yourself.”’ 
Matthew 22.37-39 
 
Love of God, love of neighbour and love of self are three interlinked 
commands. But what of the third member of this trio – love of self?   After 
all it is assumed to be the model of the way in which we should love our 
neighbour – as ourselves.   If we don’t love and respect our selves it is 
going to be difficult to love anyone else, neighbour or not. Over the 
centuries this “love of self” has proved to be a bit of a minefield.  Love 
of self has been seen as a corrosive force that defeats both love of God 
and love of neighbour. 

‘Over the years, I have come to realize that the greatest trap in our life 
is not success, popularity, or power, but self-rejection. Success, 
popularity, and power can indeed present a great temptation, but their 
seductive quality often comes from the way they are part of the much 
larger temptation to self-rejection. When we have come to believe in the 
voices that call us worthless and unlovable, then success, popularity, and 
power are easily perceived as attractive solutions. The real trap, 
however, is self-rejection … Self-rejection is the greatest enemy of the 
spiritual life because it contradicts the sacred voice that calls us the 
"Beloved." Being the Beloved constitutes the core truth of our existence.’  
Henri J.M. Nouwen 
 

To become self-less is not, in my opinion, to live a life of condemnation 
or hate of self. It is not so much the Self we present out there or here 
but the inner world, the inner self ‘the kingdom of God is within’. We 
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have to receive the identity that God has known only shared with us but 
that God expects us to embrace. Now if these three areas are inter-
linked, the less we love ourselves the more we will have a distorted love 
of others. I am not advocating that in any of this we will or can become 
perfect – all is not like that and certainly not the journey of faith. But the 
more we love and see ourselves as God does the more our perspective 
and the way we live will align with that of the values, ethics and actions 
of the Kingdom of God. This real self, the image of God within each of us 
if you like, is longing to be embraced, loved, to connect with its creator 
– deep meeting deep. We love God and our neighbour by loving our true 
self within God’s own creation. 

‘The best way to find yourself is to lose yourself in the service of others.’ 
Mahatma Gandhi 
  
‘Whoever finds their life will lose it, and whoever loses their life for my 
sake will find it.’ 
Matthew 10.39 
 

I believe that what Jesus is referring to here is this. The more we give of 
ourselves to God, the more we surrender to God, the more we offer all 
that we are and have to God what do you think, knowing Jesus, God 
would want to do in return. God would want you to become even more 
you, not less but even more of the unique DNA formed and shaped 
human being you are. So, I am less talking about self-denial here as 
often people can lose their true self in the process, ‘It is sometimes said 
that until we experience God’s love for us we cannot properly love 
ourselves.  The dilemma is that until we love ourselves we may find it 
impossible to accept that God loves us.  We can’t properly love others 
until we love ourselves but we need to experience the love of others 
before we can love them – or ourselves. Proper self-love frees us to love 
our neighbour and to love God with God’s own love that we discern within 
us. Now often we all need help in this process, whether it is a close friend, 
a Spiritual Director, a Mentor, a Counsellor, a Prayer Retreat. 

‘If I am not in touch with my own belovedness, then I cannot touch the 
sacredness of others. If I am estranged from myself, I am likewise a 
stranger to others.’ 
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Brennan Manning, Abba's Child: The Cry of the Heart for 
Intimate Belonging 
 

One way, an ancient way, a Jesus way, of self-less to be self-more is 
kneeling (Eph 3.14, Ps 95.6, Mk 5.6). In some ways it has become an 
add-on within Christian discipleship. It is not a command from God. It is 
not a must-do. All are not able to physically kneel. But kneeling is more 
about the posture of the heart, the direction we view our life. When we 
kneel, thoughts such as ‘why am I doing this – is it because I think I 
must? – is it because then I will be more Christian? – God will answer 
me more?’ Do we have to kneel – no, of course not but could it help us 
in our understanding of God and self and others – I think so. 
 
One other thing is to meditate on the affirmations from God – embrace 
them as words from a parent to a child in love. You are a child of God, 
you are accepted, God desires that you have fullness, God is with you, 
you have been created wonderfully, you are known by God, you are part 
of a grand story, you are sacred, you have purpose, God has given in 
order to be with you, your whole life is in the rock of God, you are 
blessed, you are held in God’s hands. This is also the desire of God for 
all people. (Jn 1.12, Rom 15.7, Col 2.9-10, Gen 1.27, Jer 1.5, 1 Cor 
12.27, 1 Pet 2.9, 1 Cor 6.19-20, Col 3.1-3, Eph 1.3, Isa 49.16) 
 
We are church communities with significant diversity on different areas 
– many identities – search for an identity which holds this together in a 
world where many are trying to work out how to do this on a macro level, 
we can exhibit and model it on a micro level not only for the church but 
wider society. But wider than ourselves many others are looking to find 
a way through this fragile landscape and still, in the process, discover 
who they are – as we learn and grow in this ourselves can offer an 
invitation for others. I think these areas are needed right now, right here 
in our world, our country, our city, our community, our churches, our 
homes, our work, our places and spaces where we are and God is. What 
do we already have in our hands – what can we reimagine – what 
potential has God placed within you for change, for transformation, for 
growth, for love, for hope. But what is the point Lee – I am happy just I 
am? Fine. But for those who long for more; a way through; a love-fuller-
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lived; a love received, a love shared; kneel with your hands on a rock 
and pray. 
 
‘I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in you, 
you will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.’ 
John 15.5 
 
‘Everything I love is on the table!’  
The National 
 
In closing: 
Thank you for the journey so far. Yes, there have been immense joys 
and sacred moments in the last year and, yes, we have challenges and 
opportunities ahead but what you bring and will you will become is far 
greater. The Lord is here. The Spirit is with us. 
 
Prayer: 
May the presence of God, the life of the Spirit and the grace of Jesus 
transform us in ways that as we serve the Triune God the Kingdom of 
God will grow in our midst. Amen. 


