JACK FORTIN

The
Centered Life

Awakened Called 5Set Free Nurtured




The
Centered Life

Awakened  Called  SetFree  Nurtured

by Jack Fortin
Foreword by Richard Bliese

Augsbure Fortress Centered ‘Life



I would like to dedicate this book
to my loving wife and soul mate, Sara,
who has been the primary shaping influence

in my life and work.

THE CENTERED LIFE

Copyright © 2006 Centered Life. All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in
critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner
without prior written permission from the publisher. Visit http://www.augsburgfor-
tress.org/copyrights/contact.asp or write to Permissions, Augsburg Fortress, Box 1209,
Minneapolis, MN 55440.

Large-quantity purchases or custom editions of this book are available at a discount
from the publisher. For more information, contact the sales department at Augsburg
Fortress, Publishers, 1-800-328-4648, or write to: Sales Director, Augsburg Fortress,
Publishers, P. O. Box 1209, Minneapolis, MN 55440-1209.

Scripture passages are from the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyright ©
1946, 1952, 1971, 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council
of the Churches of Christ in the USA. Used by permission.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Fortin, Jack, 1945-

The centered life: awakened, called, set free, nurtured / by Jack Fortin; foreword by
Richard H. Bliese.

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references.

ISBN 0-8066-5287-X (pbk. : alk. paper)

1. Spiritual life—Christianity. 2. Christian life. I. Title.

BV4501.3.F65 2005

248.4—dc22 2005030370

Cover design by Laurie Ingram; cover photo © Royalty-Free/Corbis. Used by permis-
sion; book design by Michelle L. N. Cook

The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American
National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library
Materials, ANSI Z329.48-1984. @™

Manufactured in the U.S.A.

10 09 08 07 06 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10



Contents

Foreword by Richard Bliese

Chapter 1: Longing for a Centered Life
Chapter 2: Awakened to God’s Presence
Chapter 3: Called to Life

Chapter 4: Set Free to Work with God

Chapter 5: Finding Nurture and Support
for Living Out Your Callings

Notes
Recommended Reading

Acknowledgments

25

45

71

91

108

110

112



Chapter 1

Longing for a Centered Life

“I seem to be one person when I'm visiting my mother in
the nursing home, another when I'm with my friends at
the health club, still another at work, and someone else
at church. Sometimes I have a hard time keeping all my
separate selves straight. I feel like a chameleon. I wonder,
Which one is the real me?”

“As a single mom, I feel torn to pieces by all the demands
on my time. I try to do a good job at work and be a good
parent to my kids and take care of my dad when he needs
my help. I have no time for myself. I feel overwhelmed. 1
feel as if I don’t do anything well. My life seems to be fall-
ing apart into a million pieces.”

“I looked forward to retirement and thought it would be
the best time of my life. But after a few months of golf-
ing and a Caribbean cruise, I'm restless and bored. I still
want my life to have some meaning. I'm not ready to give
up on life yet.”

“At work I'm being asked by my supervisors to do things
that I think are quasi-moral and maybe even illegal, but



basically I like my job, and, frankly, I'm afraid of losing
it. I'm not finding any moral guidance at church. The ser-
mons and Bible studies never seem to have anything to do
with the situations I'm facing. I'm not sure my pastor has
any idea of the issues I face at work.”

“I have two friends, both of whom are dedicated, com-
mitted Christians. One believes that being a Christian
means opposing abortion, gay marriage, and gun control.
She fully supports the war in Iraq. The other is for gay
rights, peace, and the rights of immigrants. I admire both
of them for their convictions but often I feel torn between
them.”

Voices like these, and many others, express what many
people are feeling in our society: a loss of identity, frag-
mentation, meaninglessness, a loss of control, feeling
alone, adrift without a moral compass, confused, anxious.

We long for a more centered life, a sense of wholeness,
a more peaceful, confident life. We want a place to belong,
and we want our lives to count for something worthwhile.
The good news is that this is possible. It is possible to
live a centered life. We are not meant to live divided and
fragmented lives. God intends for us a life of wholeness,
belonging, and meaning. This book will explore the pro-
cess of moving toward a centered life.

Our Fragmented Lives

Although many of us yearn for a more centered life, we
find it very difficult to get there. Why is it so hard? A first
step is to understand some of the trends in our society that
tend to pull our lives apart and leave us without a center.
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The rapid pace of change. Daily life around 1800 was
not much different from daily life in the time of Jesus.
People traveled only as fast as a horse could run or a ship
could sail. Messages traveled at the same speed. But begin-
ning with the Industrial Revolution the lives of many peo-
ple, at least in the industrialized nations, have experienced
an increasingly rapid change of pace so that Alvin Toffler
had to coin a new term, future shock, to describe this. Peter
Vaill, professor of human systems at the University of St.
Thomas, uses an image from canoeing to say that we are
living in a “world of permanent white water.”

Closely related is the speeding up of the amount and
the diversity of information that bombards us every day—
through printed materials, radio and TV, computers, cell
phones, and a host of new gadgets. To protect themselves
from this information overload, people put up more
“mental filters,” so that while it used to be that someone
had to hear a message eight times for it to soak in, now it
takes twenty-seven repetitions.*

Mobility. Few of us live in one place for very long. We
set down only shallow roots. Few of us work at one job for
thirty or forty years. We no longer can trust corporations
to provide us with a secure future. We no longer are sur-
rounded by supportive friends and relatives. Among other
things, this deprives us of a sense of accountability.

When I was a teenager, I worked at Johnny’s Grocery
Store in Rockford, Illinois, stocking shelves. I decided that
[ wasn’t making enough money to buy my favorite potato
chips,and I discovered thatI could tuck one of those bags of
chips inside my jacket on the way out of the store. I grew so
successful at this that I started to shoplift larger and larger
bags. Then one day as I was leaving, Johnny stopped me,
unzipped my jacket, and the potato chips dropped out.
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Because this was still a town where people had rela-
tionships with store owners, including a charge account,
within ten minutes my parents were at the store talking
with Johnny. For the next three months I was stocking
shelves at no cost to Johnny. My father said, “Remember
that when you cheat your neighbor, the cost is high.”

In the search for the kind of community that used to
exist more commonly, we are seeing a move from our big
cities into smaller towns, where people can again know
their neighbors and find security and support. There are
also new suburban developments of “clustered housing”
that seek to create the feeling of an old-fashioned neigh-
borhood.

Specialization. As more and more low-skilled jobs are
moved from the United States to Third World factories, the
remaining jobs require highly skilled workers—specialists.
Such specialization is necessary (I want my surgeon to be
an expert at what he is doing), but it has a negative side.
By giving myself over to a medical specialist, I may lose
control and ownership of my own health care. Someone
who performs only one specialized task in a project may
lose the sense of the whole.

Diversity. Many of us grew up in towns or neighbor-
hoods where everyone was basically like us. When I was a
boy in Rockford, Illinois, there were basically two kinds of
people—Swedes and Italians. The Swedes were Lutheran,
and the Italians were Roman Catholic. And we thought
that was diversity. Now even rural areas include people
of diverse cultures and religions. Texas has now become
the fourth state in which the “minorities” are a “major-
ity,” in which Caucasians are outnumbered by all others.
(The other three states are California, New Mexico, and
Hawaii.)
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Our cities and towns and townships are no longer
predominantly Christian. In many areas fewer and fewer
people identify themselves as Christians or churchgoers.
In North America and Europe, Christian culture seems to
be in a decline, while in the southern hemisphere Chris-
tian churches are growing dramatically. We're living in a
land with many cultures and religions—or with no reli-
gious background at all. Even within Christianity we tend
to be divided or even polarized into factions.

Compartmentalization. Each of us lives in multiple
communities, anywhere from four to seven. We may have
one community that is our family, another our congrega-
tion, another our work, another our political party, still
another a hobby or special interest group. Each of these
communities has differing expectations and demands
upon us. In each one we are known only in part. People
yearn to bring their many selves together into one place
where they can be whole and where they are known well.

Unrealistic expectations. We are driven by the mes-
sage, “You can have it all if you just achieve the right bal-
ance.” And so we run frantically from place to place, trying
to have career, family, a rich social life, a gorgeous body, an
influence in the community, a spiritual life.

Isolation. Driven in part by the proliferation of i-media,
many of us find it easier and more convenient to interact
with the world through electronic devices. Instead of join-
ing other people in a movie theater, we watch a video or
DVD in the privacy of our homes. We order our clothes
online, perhaps even our groceries. Some “go to church”
via radio, TV, or iPod. Instead of talking with a friend or
colleague, we send an e-mail message. Some teenagers are
reported to spend four hours a day exchanging text mes-
sages. Even within our homes we isolate ourselves from
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family members around our own TVs, our own computers,
our own telephones.

These tools are by no means all bad. They offer us
opportunities to keep in touch with people we might not
communicate with otherwise. They offer us convenience
and privacy, but they also result in a loss of community, of
face-to-face contact with real people. For this reason some
critics have strongly urged us to limit our use of these
electronic media. One has called for a media sabbath, tak-
ing one day of the week without these electronic gadgets.
When asked how we can find or create community, Min-
nesota writer Bill Holm, said, “Turn off the television and
get to know your neighbors!”

A climate of fear. Bombarded with messages about ter-
rorism, violence, crime, and financial crisis, we live in a culture
of fear, described well by Lutheran Bishop Mark Hanson:

Far too often, when fear becomes our orientation to the
world, we either withdraw into isolation or resort to
acts of aggression. Fear hardens lives and closes borders.
Fear prevents us from being open to the radical newness
of God’s promises that call us to a life of faith.’

Church: The Solution or Part

of the Problem?

Can we find a place that allows us to relate to a center, that
helps us bring the diverse parts of our lives into some har-
mony? It is my conviction that the local congregation can be
the place where this happens for us. Congregations are the
best places for God’s people to be inspired and equipped to
live out their callings each day. In the congregation people
can be led to find their center in God, as revealed in Jesus
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Christ. At its best, the congregation can then offer us a safe
place in which we can talk about the brokenness, fragmen-
tation, and challenges of our daily lives, and where we can
explore how to live our faith in every arena of our lives.

I recognize that too often the congregation does not
do this. As I have heard from many people, they find little
connection between Sunday worship and the everyday
life of Monday and the rest of the week. At times the local
congregation can even cause greater divisions for us by
dividing us up into age groups or special interest groups
or by giving us still more things to do. Church leaders
reinforce the Sunday-to-Monday disconnect when they
focus on internal maintenance, church growth, and pro-
grams instead of equipping people for work and ministry
in God’s world. The congregation then becomes yet one
more competitor for our time.

But I believe it is possible to find support and guidance
for a centered life in the congregation. The Centered Life
Initiative at Luther Seminary in St. Paul provides a frame-
work for change, seeking to ignite renewal in congrega-
tions, making them places where people gather, encounter
Christ in word and sacrament, experience the support of
Christian community, become equipped for everyday mis-
sion and ministry and then scattered to serve God in their
many vocational settings.* We will explore that potential
of congregational life further in chapter 5.

The Myth of the Balanced Life

Some social commentators have suggested that the answer
to the divided life is a balanced life. Although they have
some valuable things to say, I find that the balanced life is
finally a myth; it can’t be done. In a balanced life, I try to
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stay in control of my life and try to find ways to balance
the various facets of my life: work, family, personal care,
friendships, community life, and political involvement.
The problem with this is that it keeps us self-absorbed,
and the elements of our lives rarely stay in balance. Think
of what happens, for example, when you have a sick child.
Your goal then is not to maintain a balance, but to take
immediate care of that child.

The alternative to a balanced life is a faithful life. It is a
life faithful, moment by moment, to the God in whom we
live and move and have our being. It is a centered life. The
perfect example of the faithful life is Jesus Christ. Jesus
often worked long hours despite the objections of his dis-
ciples, and at other times he withdrew from people and
tended to his own needs for rest, reflection, and prayer.

How Centered Are You?

Take a few moments to reflect on your own life. To what

extent is each of these statements true about you?

1. I regularly take time to reflect on God’s work in my
life.

2. I genuinely feel guided by God each day in the deci-
sions I make.

3. Others can see my faith in action in the way I tackle
daily tasks.

4. When things are tough for me, I get encouragement
from other church members.

5. Knowing my own strengths helps me see how God has
called me to serve others.

6. Isee my work as a calling.

7. God created me with a unique pattern of strengths and
talents.
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8. Each day I am able to see how God is sending me out
to do God’s work.
9. I feel strongly connected to people in my church.

Christ: The Way to a Centered Life
We are not meant to live divided lives. We are made for
wholeness and integrity.

God has placed within us a yearning to find a place
where we experience a sense of belonging and make a dif-
ference in the world. This yearning raises questions:

* How do we know what we were created to be?

+ How do we find those places where we can make a
difference?

* Where can we experience a sense of belonging?

For Christians, the answers to these questions begin
with God, the God who has created us, who has redeemed
us, who dwells within us as power and presence. A life cen-
tered in the triune God gives identity and a place to stand in
a chaotic and compartmentalized world. The Creator God
is present in all I do. Christ is the example and provides the
means for how I am to live and love in God’s world. The
Holy Spirit is the voice within me that guides the way I live.

With God as the center of my life, I know whose I am
and can begin to discover who I am. I know what God cre-
ated me to be. I have a prevailing sense of my unique pat-
tern of strengths and use these strengths to create a more
trustworthy world. Knowing my unique strengths helps
me understand God’s purposes and will for my life.

God calls us first to himself. We come to know God
through Jesus Christ. We are found by God, and we find
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God. Pastor Chris Bellefeuille of St. Barnabas Lutheran
Church in Plymouth, Minnesota, said in a sermon, “Jesus
seeks you out and finds you because you each have a
unique role, a unique ministry in the kingdom. From the
lowest, the least, and the lost to those who feel they might
be on pretty firm footing, each of you is being sought. You
have been forgiven and washed in grace so that you might
be able to live as found people.”

From the beginnings of history—and before—God
revealed himself to humankind through the creation
(Romans 1) and through special people called prophets,
but God revealed himself most clearly by becoming one of
us in the person of Jesus Christ. “Long ago God spoke to
our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets,
but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom
he appointed heir of all things” (Hebrews 1:1-2). Now
when we want to know who God is and what God is like,
we have only to look to Jesus, who not only teaches us the
truths of God but who embodies that truth. In his para-
phrase of the New Testament, J. B. Phillips has this striking
presentation: “Now Christ is the visible expression of the
invisible God” (Colossians 1:15).

In this book I speak out of who I am, from my center
as a Christian. At the same time I respect those of other
faiths or no faith, as the apostle Peter learned, “that God
shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears
him and does what is right is acceptable to him” (Acts
10:34-35). I believe I can help others most by being true
to my own center.

In John 1:14 we read: “And the Word became flesh and
lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of
a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.” In and through
Jesus we come to know the truths about God and ourselves
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and life, but also God’s grace, God’s unconditional accep-
tance of us apart from our achievements.

Referring to the biblical story, twentieth-century
Lutheran preacher Edmund Steimle wrote:

It’s the story of living, sweating, rejoicing, strug-
gling, dying men and women just like you, just like
me. And the story tells of a God not apart from their
daily ordinary lives, but smack in the middle of
them. So it’s my story too. And your story. Rejoice in
it. Give thanks and sing. For the hope is not fanciful
or ephemeral; it is rooted in a God who enters into
the dirt and dust and joys of life precisely where you
are now. Just like a child in the dust and dirt and joy
of a stable.®

Faith is my saying “yes” to God’s grace. A faithful cen-
tered life is my response to God’s love and blessing.

Embodied Good News

Although I had heard the Christian gospel in my home and
at my Methodist church, the gospel came alive for me when
I was a teenager in Rockford, Illinois. I grew up in a fam-
ily in which both parents were educators. My father grew
up on a forty-acre farm in northwest Wisconsin. His father
was a logger and consequently often absent from home.
My father needed a friend outside the family. A Method-
ist preacher recognized my father’s musical gifts and took
him into his own home and helped him get a college educa-
tion. My mother also assumed that the way to make a life
was through education, but she grew up in a very nurturing
family and brought that spirit of nurture into our family.
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I knew that both my parents loved me, but I also felt that
their approval was connected, at least in part, with my per-
forming well.

The school system I was in was very competitive both
in academics and in sports. It was very important for me
to do well in school and to make a good showing in ten-
nis and wrestling. In the classroom one of the most com-
mon test questions was “compare and contrast . . .” and
I learned the lesson well—to compare my own life with
everyone else’s.

One problem with having your identity formed by
comparing yourself with others is that after a while it is
not enough to win; someone else has to lose. I had to feel
good at the expense of someone else feeling bad. Another
problem is that I can’t get straight “A”s in everything; there
is always someone else who’s better.

I realized that in the fight for grades and for win-
ning in sports, I confused approval or disapproval of my
achievements with acceptance or rejection of my person,
who I was.

I began to get a different message through a youth
worker, a staff member of Young Life, named Bruce Sund-
berg, who began hanging out with me and my friends on
the tennis court. For the first time we experienced an adult
taking an interest in us, listening to us, without trying to
change or control us. He won our allegiance, so much
so that we even started to follow his example by wearing
Hush Puppies.

Bruce did not let us make him a hero. He articulated to
us in simple words the story of Jesus’ death and resurrec-
tion and God’s forgiveness. He said in effect, “I'm coming
to you because I want to reflect a God who loves you more
than I do and who will be with you when I am not.”
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Through Bruce I experienced God’s unconditional
love not just in words but embodied in a person. I came
to believe that I was accepted because of God’s grace and
love and not because of what I did well. I had a sense of
acceptance that set me free from an identity formed only
by comparing myself with others.

In the community of faith there is the potential for
discovering my value by virtue of my being a child of
God through baptism. At Jesus’ baptism God the Father
declared, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well
pleased” (Mark 1:11). 1 too can learn to hear God say, “You
are my child. I love you, accept you, care for you uncondi-
tionally, apart from your achievements.” But I also need to
have this unconditional love embodied in persons in my
life. And God has given me these gifts over and over in the
course of my spiritual journey.

My Unique Center

Finding God, or having been found by God as I have
come to know God in Christ, I can truly know myself. I
know myself as a child of God, a creation of God. I am
not God, but I have been created by God and for God. As
Saint Augustine wrote in his spiritual autobiography: “You
have made us for yourself, O God, and we are never at rest
until we rest in you.” The early twentieth-century spiritual
writer Evelyn Underhill wrote:

A spiritual life is simply a life in which all that we do
comes from the centre, where we are anchored in God:
a life soaked through and through by a sense of [divine]

reality and claim, and self-given to the great movement
of [God’s] will.”
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God created me with a unique set of gifts and
potentials, as unique as my fingerprints. God gave me
these gifts so that I can live a good life for myself and
for others. When I have a realistic view of these gifts
of God, neither denying them nor exaggerating them, I
can operate out of a personal center, out of who I am,
who I was meant to be.

Another aspect of my personal center is to under-
stand my own ethnic and religious heritage. When I was
on the staff of the Wilder Forest in Minnesota, a cross-
cultural experiential education center, I was attempting
to understand how to get people who come from differ-
ent cultural settings and values to cocreate futures with
people unlike themselves. At Wilder Forest we brought
different cultures together by building villages with
teenagers and their elders. In those villages the elders
led the teenagers in rites of passage. We learned that if
we helped young people find their cultural and spiri-
tual roots, they would be more confident and open to
work with people unlike themselves. We worked with
each group to help them see and appreciate and appro-
priate what was unique about their culture. When they
felt confident about their own cultural center, they were
much less threatened by the “others.”

At Wilder Forest I discovered that the deeper we
understand and define ourselves by our center and not by
our boundaries, the easier it is to work with people unlike
us. We define ourselves by our boundaries when we look
mainly at the barriers that separate us, at the ways we do
things differently rather than at our core convictions.

Defining ourselves by our center is a way of inviting
those different from us to tell their stories. Sometimes
we make the mistake of looking only for what we hold in
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common. Unfortunately, we tend to get the lowest com-
mon denominator so low that no one has much interest in
it, whereas, if we go deep within our own stories, we invite
others to tell their stories. We then find that those differ-
ent from us give shape and color to our stories without
threatening our center.

Four Dimensions of a Centered Life
Early Christianity was called the Way. The centered life is
also a way, not a one-time, one-size-fits-all conversion, but
an ongoing process. I begin, I fall back, I gain greater clar-
ity. I keep coming back to the process.

I understand the centered life for each one of us as a
life of belonging, identity, and meaning centered in Christ
that is:

+ Awakened to God’s presence in our life

+ Called to live our faith in every situation

+ Set free to contribute our unique gifts to God’s work
in the world

+ Nurtured and supported by a community of faith.

It is important to understand that these four dimen-
sions of a centered life do not happen in a strict time
sequence. We do not first get awakened and then move on
to being called, and so on. The dimensions are all interre-
lated, and we keep cycling through them according to our
unique patterns of growth.

In the coming chapters we will explore together each
of these four dimensions of the centered life.

Chapter 2 will describe some ways in which we become
awakened to God’s presence in our lives. We will see how
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God often comes to us in unlikely people, unlikely places,
unlikely events. We will search together to see how God is
active in our everyday lives, as well as in church. We will
share stories of how other people were awakened to God’s
presence and through this found support and meaning.

Chapter 3 will explore the questions: What should I do
with my life? How does God call me? How can I live my
faith in the four domains of the workplace, home, com-
munity, and congregation?

Chapter 4 will discuss how the gospel sets us free from
the forces that hold us in bondage. In this chapter you will
find ways of identifying your dependable strengths and
your values and how to connect them with what God is
doing in the world.

In chapter 5 you will discover ways to find the nurture
and support you need for a centered life. A centered life is
not a solo operation. If we try to go it alone, we end up in
cynicism and burnout. We need the support of others. We
will see how the church—in the form of the local congre-
gation as well as other expressions of church—can assist.
What can you expect from a congregation? What can you
do if your congregation is not now providing that sup-
port? What kinds of spiritual practices can give strength
to your daily life? Where else can you find or create the

supportive network you need to live a centered, meaning-
tul life?

Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. Reread the voices at the beginning of the chapter. With
which one do you most identify?

22 The Centered Life



Of the reasons for our divided life, how does each one
affect you?
Rapid pace of change Mobility

Specialization Diversity
Compartmentalization ~ Unrealistic Expectations
Isolation Climate of fear

What other causes of uncentered life have you
identified?

In what ways does your congregation help you lead a
centered life? Are there any ways it contributes to the
fragmentation of your life?

Can you identify a time when the gospel came alive in
your life?

For me, Bruce Sundberg was one person who embod-
ied the gracious love of God. Who have been the peo-
ple who have done that for you?

. What feels like the center of your life? How would your
life be different if you more clearly had God as the cen-
ter of your life?

. Your personal center includes the gifts God has given
you—your unique self. We will be exploring this idea
further, in chapters 3 and 4, but for now, what do you
see as your major God-given gifts and abilities?

. What is your ethnic heritage? In what ways does it

influence who you are and what you may uniquely
contribute?
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