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Isaiah 50:4-9a 
The Lord has given me the tongue of a teacher, that I may know how to sustain the 
weary with a word. Morning by morning he wakens-- wakens my ear to listen as 
those who are taught. The Lord God has opened my ear, and I was not rebellious, I 
did not turn backward. I gave my back to those who struck me, and my cheeks to 
those who pulled out the beard; I did not hide my face from insult and spitting. The 
Lord God helps me; therefore I have not been disgraced; therefore I have set my 
face like flint, and I know that I shall not be put to shame; he who vindicates me is 
near. Who will contend with me? Let us stand up together. Who are my 
adversaries? Let them confront me. It is the Lord God who helps me; who will 
declare me guilty?  

You may recall that during this season of Lent in the Church’s year Esther Hizsa 
and myself are focusing on a series of homilies we are calling ‘Breathing Under 
Water’ after a book by the same name, written by Richard Rohr. Our goal is to use 
Rohr’s steps to help us experience a spiritual awakening, or, as one of my friends 
calls it, ‘spiritual awakenings’, since we are always experiencing in our lives an 
awareness of our relationship with God. 

Today, I want to talk about what Rohr calls, ‘An Alternative Mind’. It is his 
eleventh step, following the pattern of Twelve Steps used in Alcoholics 
Anonymous and other groups seeking spiritual renewal. In this step, he encourages 
us to use prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with God, 
praying for the knowledge of God’s will for us and the power to carry that out. Our 
reading from Isaiah, this morning, is very appropriate, as the prophet says, 
“Morning by morning God wakens-- wakens my ear to listen as those who are 
taught. The Lord God has opened my ear, and I was not rebellious, I did not turn 
backward.” And that is what happens when we connect the God in us with the God 
of Creation. 

Remember that we aspire to a ‘spiritual awakening’, a relationship with God. 
Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians (4:22-23) says that to have that ‘awakening’ “You 
must put aside your old self which has been corrupted by following illusory 
desires. Your mind must be renewed by a spiritual revolution”. 

Rohr explains that we have ‘two minds’. The ‘first mind’ is a shallow and 
superficial lens which reflects its own needs, hurts, angers and memories. It is too 
small to see things truthfully, wisely or deeply. It is like when people see things not 
as they are, they see things as they are. An example of this First mind is like the 
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Pharisee who stands in the market place, piously beating his chest, saying that he is 
a miserable sinner (Matthew 6:5). And he does this only to please God and not to 
express anything deeply from his heart. This kind of prayer is from a self-centered 
desire, instead of God’s much better role – which, as the gospel says, ‘is to help 
you know what you really desire’ (Luke 11:13; Matthew 7:11). 

But, prayer and meditation is not about changing God, it is about letting God 
change us. Rohr writes, “True prayer is always about getting the ‘who’ right. Who 
is doing the praying? Your self-centered self or the God in you? The God in you is 
the ‘second mind’ and it is in contrast to the ‘first mind’. While the ‘first mind’ is 
self centered and shallow, the ‘second mind’, the ‘contemplative mind’, is deeper, 
more than just intellectual, and involves your heart and body as well.  “Basically 
prayer is an exercise in divine participation – you opting in and God always there!” 
Jesus says that when we pray, “go to an inner room”, in other words, go within 
yourself to that deeper ‘God in you’. He also says that “when you pray do not 
babble like the pagans do,” but do so with a quiet prayer of self-surrender. 

A little boy and his brother went to visit their grandma. As the little boy said his 
night prayers, he was shouting at the top of his voice, “Please, God, send me a 
bicycle, send me a tool chest,” and all that. His brother said, “Not so loud. For 
crying out loud, God isn’t deaf.” The little boy replied, Yes, I know, but grandma 
is.” This is not the kind of praying that Jesus talks about. 

I think the God with whom we pray is a suffering God. I fully believe that S/he 
suffers with us. How else can we explain a God who is Creator of all there is and 
who allows what we are remembering today, the crucifixion of Jesus. How is it 
that the God of love we know does not stop genocides, the abuse of children, the 
mass killing and refugees resulting from wars like that in Syria and other parts of 
the world. A God who does not intervene to stop the death of loved ones; and, as 
some believe causes or at least allows natural disasters? It seems that the 
omnipotent God we have been led to believe exists, doesn’t seem to take any 
power at all. It is disappointing and boggles the mind, doesn’t it? Rohr asks the 
question, “Exactly how is God loving and sustaining what God created? That is our 
dilemma.” 

The answer, Rohr suggests, and I quote, is that “if God is somehow in the 
suffering, participating in what S/He created, then we can make some possible and 
initial sense of God and this creation.”  In other words, if we are participating in 
something together, and human suffering has some kind of direction or cosmic 
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meaning, I can forgive such a God for leaving us in what seems like such desperate 
straits, and maybe I can even find love and trust for such a God. Many believe that 
we have a God who walks with crucified people. We have a God who is willing to 
breathe with us under water as we face the many challenges that life offers us. 

Paul, in his epistle to the Romans writes, “All creation groans in one great act of 
giving birth” (Romans 8:22); and, in his epistle to the Colossians, he writes that we 
“make up in our own bodies all that still has to be undergone for the sake of the 
Whole Body” (Colossians 1:24). “Are we,” then, Rohr asks, “somehow business 
partners with the divine?” We seem to have to experience suffering if we are to 
learn love at all. Is suffering necessary to teach us how to love and care for one 
another? This is what Rohr means by ‘breathing under water’, That it is through 
suffering that we learn how to live with God’s help. God is with us, in us, suffering 
along with us. That is what salvation is. With that perspective, we can better 
understand the execution of Jesus. And, we can better understand that God is with 
us, too, when we suffer, when we have difficulty ‘breathing under water’.  

“In the morning a shepherd awakes to find that a ewe has given birth to a 
lamb…and the lamb has died. In another portion of his flock the shepherd finds 
another ewe that gave birth during the night and the mother died! So, the shepherd 
has a childless mother on the one hand, and the mother will probably die of a 
broken heart. On the other hand, he has an orphan. All logic tells him to put the 
orphan with the childless mother. Should work, shouldn’t it? It will most likely not 
work, not at all, as the mother knows the lamb is not hers, and the lamb (itself) is 
confused and starving.” 

“The old prophets and the old shepherds saw in this regular event in their flocks a 
perfect image of our relationship to God. We are so alienated from one another that 
we are dying from starvation and God is dying of a broken heart. But one thing can 
be done, and only one. If the shepherd takes the dead lamb and drains its blood, he 
can then wash the orphan in the blood of the dead lamb, and the mother, smelling 
her own, immediately moves so that the orphan may suckle. In other words, the 
orphan is brought to table and to life by its adoption through the blood. The early 
Scriptures promised that a Messiah would come and be the lamb by which we were 
brought to an intimate relationship with God.”  

You will recall from our first reading this morning, the prophet Isaiah says, “The 
Lord God has opened my ear… therefore I have set my face like flint, and I know 
that I shall not be put to shame; he who vindicates me is near. Who will contend 
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with me? Let us stand up together.”So, if we are to have a ‘spiritual awakening’ as 
Rohr’s eleventh step urges us to do, we must engage in prayer and meditation. 
And, our prayer and meditation is not about changing God, it is about letting God 
change us. Jesus says that when we pray, “go to an inner room”, in other words, go 
within yourself. He also says that “when you pray do not babble like the pagans 
do,” but do so with a quiet prayer of self-surrender. On this Palm/Passion Sunday, 
we Recall the crucifixion of Jesus; and, we can understand that the God who 
changes us is a God who suffers with us, with the world and with the cosmos.  
 

The Reverend Gary Hamblin 
Sources: Richard Rohr, Breathing Under Water; William Bausch, A World of 
Stories. 
 


