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Parker Palmer, the Quaker teacher, writes, “The spiritual life is lived in a balance of paradoxes, and the 

humility that enables us to hear the truth of others must stand in creative tension with the faith that empowers 

us to speak our own.” Let me repeat a part of that: “The humility that enables us to hear the truth of others 

must stand in creative tension with the faith that empowers us to speak our own.” 

 

In a sense, the Lutheran movement was born out of the second half of that paradox: the faith that empowers us 

to speak our own truth.  When Martin Luther appeared before the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V to defend 

his theological writings, he was ordered by the Emperor to recant, that is, to repudiate and disavow all that he 

had written.  At the end of his testimony, Luther said, “I cannot and will not recant, because acting against 

one's conscience is neither safe nor sound. God help me. Amen.” 

 

The famous words associated with the end of that speech, “Here I stand. I can do no other,” were included in 

the first printed version of his speech, but they were not recorded on the spot with his other words.  It’s likely 

that Here I stand. I can do no other was added by whomever printed that speech.   

 

But doing so hardly changed the spirit. And so, in effect, followers of Luther became and generations of 

Lutherans ever since have been “Here I stand” people.   

 

But, we have tended not to be Here I stand.  How about you?  Where do you stand? sorts of people.  Sometimes I 

think that Lutherans, who in many ways are people of paradox (after all, as I said two weeks ago, we 

understand Christians to be simultaneously sinners and saints), we have not been the most inclined to explore 

with others and listen.  We get the Here I stand part, “the faith that empowers us to speak our own” truth part, 

but we often don’t get so well “the humility that enables us to hear the truth of others” part, the probing 

question part, the Where do you stand? part. 

 

I can’t think of a better time or place than right here and right now not just for Lutherans, but for all people, to 

pray for and live into the gift of living in the balance of paradoxes.  Now is a time that we would do well to 

stop shouting at each other and start listening to one another.  

 

Regardless of how you feel about either of the presidential candidates and the outcome of the election, the past 

season of politicking and much of what we are spilling into has not been and doesn’t look like it will be a 

season of digging into the humility that enables us to hear the truth of others.  And now, in both the laments 

and the rejoicing that have taken place in the aftermath of the election, many of us continue to speak in echo 

chambers.  The metaphor of an echo chamber aptly describes what many of us do: speak in within a safe 

enclosure to those we already agree with and simply hear sounds echoing back that affirm what we believe.  

Rarely do we speak and listen outside of the echo chamber.  Rarely do we speak and listen in what Parker 

Palmer calls circles of trust.  In Palmer’s work, a circle of trust is literally and intentionally a place (often on a 

retreat) in which real people with real differences sit in a circle and speak and listen to each other.  Here are the 
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rules for a circle of trust: “no fixing, no saving, no advising, no setting each other straight.”  In a circle of trust, 

someone can say, “Here I stand.”  And others in that circle neither invade that word nor evade it.   

 

Here’s what Palmer says happens in a circle of trust: “we speak our own truth; we listen receptively to the 

truth of others; we ask each other honest, open questions instead of giving counsel; and we offer each other the 

healing and empowering gifts of silence and laughter.”  

 

Palmer goes on to say that “this way of being together is so countercultural that it requires clear explanation, 

steady practice, and gentle but firm enforcement by a facilitator who can keep us from reverting to business as 

usual. But once we have experienced it, we want to take this way of being into other relationships, from 

friendship and the family to workplace and civic life.” 

 

The point, of course, is not to enjoy a retreat.  The point is to learn to live into the balance of paradoxes, to 

experience both the humility that enables us to hear the truth of others and the faith that empowers us to speak 

our own truth.   

 

Palmer says, “When you speak to me about your deepest questions, you do not want to be fixed or saved: you 

want to be seen and heard, to have your truth acknowledged and honored.” 

 

It seems to me that in our vast, diverse country, people want to be seen and heard and have their truth 

acknowledged and honored.  In our congregation, people want to be seen and heard and have their truth 

acknowledged.  In our families, people want to be seen and heard and have their truth acknowledged.  

 

I suppose this is my Quaker sermon.  Or, my “Quatheran” sermon. The gospel in it is that God has given us – 

gifted us with – a better way.  We are called to this better way, to be leaven and salt and light. We are called to 

be and to model a circle of trust.  

 

One of my favorite and one of the world’s favorite poets and musicians, Leonard Cohen, died last week.  One 

of his stanzas is this: Ring the bells that still can ring. Forget your perfect offering. There is a crack in everything. That’s 

how the light gets in.  In the pain and brokenness and fear and anger in these days, we have been revealed as 

cracked.  But, this does not drive us to despair. May we who are called to a better way hear God’s call to both 

humble listening and empowered speaking, so that we can be the light that gets in.  Amen. 

 


