
v o c a b u l a r y

By L. Monique Pittman

ight years ago, as I approached the end of my college years at 
Andrews University and the beginning of graduate school, I 
recognized gradually the life-altering, absolutely imperative, 

undeniable need to mold a language of spirituality, to express the in- 
expressible. I realized if I were to have any long-term spiritual life, I had to 
shape a spiritual vocabulary of my own outside the context of the Adventist 
institution or Christian-speak in general.

The Gospel According to St. John opens with an amazing statement about Christ our Savior that reveals all 
that is insufficient about our own words:

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. The same was in the 
beginning with God. All things were made by him; and without him was not anything made that was made. In him 
was life; and the life was the light of men. And the light shineth in darkness; and the darkness comprehended it not. 
There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. The same came for a witness, to bear witness of the Light, 
that all men through him might believe. He was not that Light, but was sent to bear witness of that Light.”1

John’s announcement of Christ’s advent posits a prelapsarian world in which language contains no slippage, 
no gap, no potential for misunderstanding. The medieval writers I teach and study were fascinated by this passage 
in John and from it derived an understanding of language that has bearing for us today. Whenever we deal with the 
transcendent world, it’s easiest to begin by talking about what we know of this world. For us, language, our means 
of communication, includes a signifier and a signified.

For example, we have the signifier or word, “church,” and the signified, the idea of church that is being 
referred to. What happens in language is that when I say “church,” there is not a one-to-one correlation between the 
word and an absolute idea of church; the word “church” acts as a cue to the listener, but it does not prompt the same 
response in every listener and therein lies the slippage of language. When the word “church” is spoken, every 
person most likely conjures a different image, hears a sound (like an organ), feels an emotion (anxiety, fear, peace, 
comfort), or remembers some physical sensation (a grimace, a hug).

When I hear the word “church,” I see Pioneer Memorial Church, the church at Andrews University. Thus, 
my idea of church has numerous resonances that make it unique from any other person’s concept of “church”. All 
the different responses to this word render that simple, one-syllable term incredibly complex as it is forced to bear 
the weight of several hundred definitions. This leads us to a fascinating paradox inherent in language—-as multiple
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sp ir itu a lity  w hen  I search  fo r w ords to  ex p la in  it; so 
m uch  o f  o u r lives w e’re  ta u g h t ab o u t re lig ion  and  given 
som eone e lse’s vocabu lary  for e x p re ss in g  th o se  concepts. 
In fact, m uch o f  th e  p rocess o f  a cq u irin g  a re lig ious 
belief sy stem  involves m aste rin g , perh ap s m im ick in g  is 
a b e tte r  w ord , th e  p ro sc rib ed  vocabu lary  o f  th e  C h ris- 
tian  re lig ion  in g e n e ra l— conversion , sa lvation , r ig h -  
teousness, sanctifica tion— and A d v en tism  in p a rtic u -  
la r— ”if tim e rem ains,” “C h ris t’s soon com ing ,” “tim e  o f  
tro u b le .” F o r me, th ese  w o rd s a re  sign ifie rs w ith  no 
signified .

W h e n  I w as a l ittle  g irl, I can rem em b er re a d in g  
The Little House on the Prairie series avidly, se a rch in g  in 
L au ra  Ingalls  W ild e r’s re te llin g  o f  The Long, Hard

JVinter for tips on how  to  su rv iv e  tim es o f  troub le .
L au ra  W ild e r  m ay have know n abou t tu rn in g  hay  in to  
fuel, b u t I added  ideas abou t h o a rd in g  vegg ie  links, 
p ack ing  aw ay stripp les, and  u sin g  m y  Primary Treasure 
to  conceal th e  fam ily valuables. A s I g re w  older, I read  
The Diary of Anne Frank, id en tify in g  w ith  th e  Jew s 
h id in g  d esp era te ly  from  th e  G estapo , convinced  th a t  m y 
fam ily and  I w ould  som eday  soon find ou rse lves th e  
v ic tim s o f  S unday  law  d iscrim ination , forced to  “ru n  to  
th e  h ills” for shelter. By th en , I lived in c e n tra l Ohio, and  
the  p ro sp ec ts  o f  f ind ing  a w elcom ing  hill w ere  p re tty  
slim — a fearful re a lity  fo r w hich I s tru g g le d  to  find a 
so lu tion .

I cite  th ese  exam ples, n o t to  poke fun a t A dven - 
tis t eschatology, b u t to  su g g e s t th a t  a t th a t  ea rly  s tag e  
o f  m y life, I w as p a r ro tin g  th e  re lig io u s v ocabu lary  o f  
m y peers  and  elders. W h a t satisfied  th e  m ind  o f  a seven-

m ean in g s pile up (as in th e  case o f  o u r exam ple  o f 
“c h u rc h ”), th e  possib ility  for an abso lu te  m ean in g  
van ishes; thus, th e  v e ry  fe rtility  o f  p o ten tia l signifieds 
p roduces sterility . T h e  p o in t is th a t w ith  a lim ited  supply  
o f  w ords, b u t an  in fin ite  ra n g e  o f  possib le  s ig n ified s / 
m ean ings, lan g u ag e  proves an unbelievably  feeble 
in s tru m e n t for com m un ica tion  betw een  hum ans (as o u r 
n u m ero u s and  co m p e tin g  in te rp re ta tio n s  collide), le t 
a lone a too l to  com m une w ith  th e  In fin ite  H ig h e r Being.

T h e  p assage  from  St. John  d irec ts  us to  a perfect 
w orld , th e  w o rld  in w hich no gap  e x is ts  betw een  sign i- 
fier and  signified— C h ris t is th e  W o rd  m ade flesh. H e is 
th e  p refec t sign ifie r— in him  all slippage o f  m ean in g  is 
lo st for he is bo th  sign ifier— th e  W o rd — and  signified, 
th e  ab so lu te  idea itse lf— C h ris t Jesus 
Savior. B u t w e live in th e  fallen w orld ; the  
p rice  o f  kno w led g e  is am biguity . O u r 
b ir th r ig h t  as ch ild ren  o f  A dam  and E ve 
is a lan g u ag e  so f ra u g h t w ith  am b ig u ity  
and  so b a rre n  o f  m ean in g  th a t w e often 
find o u rse lv es p re sen ted  w ith  a m ean in g  
for w hich  w e have no  adequate  signifier.
C h ris t s tan d s  as th e  p rom ise  th a t  som e 
day, n o t in th is  life o r  on  th is  e a rth , b u t in 
th e  tra n sc e n d e n t w orld , all gaps in 
m ean in g  w ill be elim inated . H ow ever, in 
th is  w orld , language , re lig ious lan g u ag e  
especially, has been d ra in ed  o f  signifi- 
cance th ro u g h  re p e titio n  and  th e  fam iliar- 
ity  th a t  b reeds con tem p t.

St. A u g u stin e , in his Confessions, 
recogn izes  th e  unified sign ification  o f  
heaven  as he add resses  G od: “I do n o t 
w ra n g le  w ith  you for ju d g e m e n t, for you 
are  T r u th  itself.”2 In c o n tra s t  to  th e  ev er-p re sen t, ever- 
past, e v e r-fu tu re  o f  G o d ’s signification , A u g u stin e  
acknow ledges th e  lack  o f  hum an  language:

“You are  m y G od, m y Life, m y holy  D e lig h t, bu t 
is th is  e n o u g h  to  say o f  you? C an any  m an say en ough  
w hen  he speaks o f  you? Yet w oe betide  th o se  w ho are 
s ilen t ab o u t you! F o r even th o se  w ho  are  m o st g ifted  
w ith  speech c a n n o t find w ords to  describe  you .”3

T h is  p assage  once again  p o in ts  us to  a c o n tra -  
d ic tion  w e’re  forced to  live w ith; no  m a tte r  how  lim ited  
la n g u ag e  is, we are  com pelled  by th e  pow er o f  C h ris t’s 
in fin ite  g ra c e  to  find w o rd s  o r  experiences to  ex p ress  
o u r belief. I a rg u e  th a t it is th e  inadequacy  o f  hum an  
lan g u ag e  th a t cha llenges each o f  us to  push  beyond 
w o rd s  to  find th ro u g h  experience  a r ich e r vocabu lary  o f  
th e  sp iritua l. Like St. A u g u stin e  and m any  far g re a te r  
C h ris tian s  before m e, I feel m o st fru s tra te d  abou t

"When I was a little girl, I can remember 
reading The L ittle  H o u se  on  the  P ra irie  
series avidly, searching in Laura Ingalls 
Wilder's retelling of The Lon g , H a rd  
W in te r for tips on how to survive times of 
trouble. Laura Wilder may have known 
about turning hay into fuel, but I added 
ideas about hoarding veggie links, packing 
away stripples, and using my Prim ary  
Treasu re  to conceal the family valuables."



life, my personal spiritual experience has not been one 
of dramatic highs and lows, of conversion theatrics; 
rather, my experience of grace has been far subtler—the 
turn of a phrase in a literary work I’m studying, a 
falling ornament in an aria by Mozart, the palpable 
silence of an auditorium hushed into awe. These remem- 
bered moments have come to be the prefixes, suffixes, 
and root words of my spiritual experience, and it’s those 
moments that comfort. I would like to share two such 
moments with you, fully aware my meaning won’t be 
yours, but in the hope that my search will encourage you 
to reevaluate the silent speaking of your life.

I remember one experience in particular at 
Andrews. I was working on my minor in music and 
taking piano lessons. This particular quarter, the music 
building was being renovated, rendering unusable all the 
practice rooms; music students conducted guerilla 
warfare over the few pianos located in dorms, auditori- 
urns, the church choir and Sabbath school rooms, and the 
campus center. One night, in sheer desperation, I 
thought of the church sanctuary itself; it occurred to me 
that practicing piano in the sanctuary might not be quite 
appropriate—wasn’t it too close to work? But in good 
Christian form, I found a ready rationalization: the 
organ students practiced in the church (because they 
had to) so what harm could my efforts do?

I half expected the sanctuary to be in use or to 
find some twenty-four-hour armed guard protecting the 
sanctity of the church, but to my surprise, the church 
was dark and still. Walking briskly to the front, I found 
a light switch and sat down at the Steinway (the instru- 
ment a far cry from the pianos in those stuffy, sound 
tiled practice rooms). I remember warming up with a 
Bach prelude and fugue before turning to the piece I 
really had to practice—Beethoven’s piano sonata no. 21, 
the Waldstein. Those who know the Waldstein Sonata 
know there’s really very little about the sonata that 
could be classified as demure or polite; in fact, in many 
ways I loved learning that piece simply because there 
seemed something a bit daring about a 100-pound 
young woman playing a work so big and powerful and 
masculine. I had been slogging away at the first move- 
ment for several months, and that night, I played that 
first movement over and over, listening to it echo 
through that grand sanctuary. That night I felt all that 
was holy about a sacred place as I left physically and 
emotionally exhausted. No artist, I can only imagine 
what it feels like to have the satisfaction of completing 
an original work of art. I do know that that night in the 
sanctuary was the closest I’ve ever felt to an artist. 
Beethoven’s massive chords, runs, rocket speed, and

or eight-year old, however, rings hollow for an adult. It 
seems to me that much of my adult experience with 
religion has been about finding a set of words to de- 
scribe my belief, a search for words that haven’t been 
drained of meaning through repetition, hackneyed 
usage, and misapplication. I seek a language where 
signifier and signified are not separated but united 
through the flesh of experience—the Word made flesh.

As I mentioned at the outset, what I realized 
when I graduated from Andrews was that if I planned 
to remain an Adventist, and more importantly, if I 
planned to live a Christian life, I had to begin filling my 
own dictionary with words or experiences that consti- 
tuted personal spirituality. One of my favorite Christian 
writers, Frederick Buechner, argues in the introduction 
to his memoir, The Sacred Journey, that God speaks “into 
our personal lives.”4 Buechner writes: “God speaks to us 
in such a way, presumably, not because he chooses to be 
obscure but because, unlike a dictionary word whose 
meaning is fixed, the meaning of an incarnate word is 
the meaning it has for the one it is spoken to, the mean- 
ing that becomes clear and effective in our lives only 
when we ferret it out for ourselves.”5 As I left Andrews, I 
took up Buechner’s challenge—to “ferret” meaning 
out—and began looking at my life for the nouns, pro- 
nouns, adjectives, verbs, adverbs, prepositions, conjunc- 
tions, and interjections of my spiritual vocabulary. That 
search for a spiritual language of my own has become 
the heart of my continuing sacred journey.

When I look for the word made flesh in my own



So w ith in  m y cleansed  b re a s t
Shall H e rest,
D w ellin g  ev erm o re  w ith in  me,
W orld  d ep a rt; le t Jesus in!
As I lis tened , I w as sudden ly  rem in d ed  o f  a 

m o m en t from  one o f  m y favorite  poem s o f  th e  E n g lish  
R enaissance, E d m u n d  S p en ser’s The Faerie Queene. T h a t  
I shou ld  be rem inded  o f  S p en ser’s poem  ju s t  as I lis- 
tened  to  B ach’s m usic seem ed a tr ick  o f  th e  m ind  so 
incred ib ly  accu ra te  th a t it c a u g h t m e by su rp rise . T h e  
m ore I th o u g h t ab o u t th e  tw o  a r tw o rk s  h is to rica lly  
separa te , b u t un ited  by th e  ra n d o m  w o rk in g s  o f  m y 
m ind, th e  m ore  I saw  th e  un ion  o f  th e  tw o  as sym bolic  
o f  the  sp iritu a l life and  th e  far m o re  o rd e red  w o rk in g s  
o f  P rovidence.

S p en ser’s poem  is a b rillia n t and  sincere  exam i- 
na tion  o f  w ha t it takes to  lead  a sp iritu a l ex istence. In 
book one, S penser in tro d u ces us to  a c h a ra c te r  nam ed 
Red C ross K nigh t. Red C ross K n ig h t is a y o u n g  m an  on 
th e  v e rg e  o f  m atu rity , b u t ce rta in ly  n o t th e re  yet. H e 
w ears th e  d en ted  a rm o r o f  a n o th e r  m an; th e  p o e t p o in ts  
o u t th a t Red C ross K n ig h t still m u s t pass th e  te s t  o f  
n u m ero u s ad v en tu re s  before he tru ly  deserves to  w ear 
the  a rm o r o f  experience. T h is  bo rro w ed  a rm o r also

bears th e  m ark  o f  C h ris t’s b loody cross, a sym bol the  
y o u n g  k n ig h t still does n o t com prehend , a lth o u g h  he 
d raw s his nam e from  th a t sym bol. T o  r e tu rn  to  the  
te rm s  I used to  d iscuss language , w e can see Red C ross 
K n ig h t as a sign ifie r w ith  no signified. H e b ears  the  
sign ifie rs o f  ex p erienced  C hristian ity , bu t, as yet, he has 
no signified for th o se  sign ifiers; he has n o t in te rn a liz e d  
the  m ean in g  o f  C h ris t’s sacrifice on th e  cross.

In genera l, Red C ross K n ig h t m akes a p o o r hero  
as his fau lts  are  m any: he fails to  u n d e rs ta n d  his m ission  
as assigned  him  by th e  F aerie  Q ueene; he rep u d ia te s  the  
good  w om an  sen t to  gu ide  him , U na; and, he rep ea ts  
m istake afte r m istake  as th e  n a rra tiv e  p ro g resses . F o r 
exam ple, every  tim e Red C ross K n ig h t e n te rs  a w ood o r

ch rom atic  scales m etam o rp h o sed  for m e in to  a m ig h ty  
p ray e r o f  m y ow n shaping , an o ffering  and  a cha llenge 
to  a d iv ine  b e ing  I s tru g g le d  to  u n d ers tan d .

T h o m a s  H a rd y  w rites  w onderfu l poem s abou t 
th e  ho llow  ache a skep tic  feels w hile  s it t in g  in chu rch  
n e x t to  believers. H is sense o f  iso lation  re so n a ted  w ith  
m y ow n re lig ious experience  d u r in g  college, an ex p e ri-  
ence p lagued  w ith  d o u b ts  and  d isappo in tm en ts. W h a t 
w as so g lo rio u s ab o u t th e  n ig h t I played in th e  church  
sa n c tu a ry  w as th a t m y d o u b ts  coalesced w ith  m y beliefs. 
A s I played B eethoven  th a t n ig h t, I played w ith  bald 
defiance, b u t w as overw helm ed  by th e  m y s te ry  and 
w o n d er o f  be lief in th e  tra n sc e n d e n t. I realize  in 
re tro sp e c t th a t w h a t I began  to  feel th a t n ig h t and w ha t 
I g ra d u a lly  le a rn  m o re  and  m ore  abou t is th a t faith  is 
n o t th e  re jec tio n  o f  doub ts, b u t ra th e r  belief in the  
c o n te x t o f  end less questions. I realized  th a t m y co n s ta n t 
q u estio n s g ive shape, form , and  b rea th  to  m y faith , th a t 
q u es tio n s  a re  essen tia l to  fa ith  because they, in fact, are  
th e  c o n te x t defin ing  faith. E ven  if m y q u estio n s m ay 
occasionally  m ake m e an o u ts id e r  a t church , like T h o m as 
H ardy, th e y  do n o t m ake m e an o u ts id e r in th e  c o n te x t 
o f  C h r is t’s g ift o f  g race . T h a t  n ig h t, w h a t could  have 
been a cliched con cep t for som e finally  took  on m ean in g  
for m e as it w as re b o rn  in th e  vocabu lary  o f  
m y life.

W h e n  I f irs t m oved to  C alifornia, I 
used to  m ake m y se lf  sick d riv in g  back and 
fo rth  from  St. H elena  to  A n g w in  each day; 
p e rh ap s it w as th e  m ove from  th e  p lains o f  
In d ian a ’s a r ro w -s tra ig h t  s ta te  ro u te s  to  the  
tw is ts  and  tu rn s  o f  D ee r P ark  Road, o r  m aybe 
it w as feeling  iso la ted  in a fo re ign  land, m iles 
from  all m y c lo sest friends and  family. W h ich - 
ever it was, I began  to  p rac tice  m ed ita tio n  in 
o rd e r  to  d ro w n  o u t all th e  sense o f  loneliness 
and  f ru s tra tio n  I felt as I ad ju sted  to  life in 
C alifo rn ia  and in an A d v e n tis t co m m u n ity  once again. 
Since m y  m ind  has a w ill o f  its  ow n, I could on ly  silence 
th o se  feelings by lis te n in g  over and  over to  m usic— to  
m y tapes o f  B ach’s St. Matthew’s Passion, to  be precise. 
O ne day, I w as lis te n in g  to  th e  bass solo from  th e  la st 
m o m en ts  o f  th e  Passion w hen  I heard  as if  for th e  f irs t 
tim e  (desp ite  th e  fact I had listened  to  th is  piece many, 
m an y  tim es), an a ria  o f  e x tra o rd in a ry  beau ty  and  power. 
W h a t I h ea rd  in th e  voice o f  th e  s in g e r w as th e  m ost 
in ex p ressib le  lo n g in g  for peace, fu lfillm ent, for u n d e r- 
s tan d in g . In  a rch in g  phrases, half-spoken, half-sung , 
ha lf-w ep t w ords, th e  so lo is t sang:

M ake th ee  clean, m y h e a rt, from  sin.
U n to  Jesus g ive th o u  w elcom e.

" . . . much of my adult experience with 
religion has been about finding a set of 
words to describe my belief, a search 
for words that haven't been drained of 
meaning through repetition, hackneyed 

usage, and misapplication. "



s tru c t  a perfect, un a tta in ab le  ideal, S p en ser p o r tra y s  a 
h um an  b e ing  w ho  has found  a p a r t  o f  h is sp iritu a l 
vocabulary, b u t still s tru g g le s , ju s t  as we, to  live up to  an 
ideal w e on ly  half-g lim pse.

W h a t I h eard  as I lis ten ed  th a t day to  St. 
Matthew’s Passion w as th e  voice o f  a h u m an  seek in g  a 
renew ed  identity , th e  voice o f  a re p e n ta n t Red C ross 
K n ig h t ask in g  C h ris t to  e n te r  his h e a rt, ru le  his hum an  
w eakness, and  u n ite  th e  sym bols o f  C h ris tia n ity  w ith  
p e rso n a lized  m eaning . In  th e  lin k  be tw een  th ese  tw o 
a rtw o rk s , I h eard  th e  abso lu te  affirm ation  th a t ju s t  as 
tw o  seem ing ly  ra n d o m  w o rk s co llided and  p roduced  
m ean in g  in m y m ind, so all th e  experien ces o f  ex istence, 
w h e th e r  joy fu l o r so rrow fu l, do  p ro d u ce  one vast, in te r-  
te x tu a l a r tw o rk  shaped  by a d iv ine  b e in g  w e can n o t see 
b u t know  e x is ts  as evidenced in th e  m ercy  and  p rov i- 
dence o f  life. T h a t  day  as I d rove to  school, th e  m ore  
im p o rta n t m essage  w as th e  reco g n itio n  th a t a lth o u g h  I 
w o u ld n 't s to p  a tte m p tin g  to  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  p u rp o se  o f 
m y ex istence, I cou ld  re s t a ssu red  in th e  p ro v id en tia l 
w o rk in g s  o f  G o d ’s plan. S penser w rites:

F u ll hard  it is...to read arig h t
T h e  course o f heavenly cause, o r understand
T h e  secret m ean ing  o f th ’e te rna ll m ight,
T h a t ru les m ens wayes, 
and ru les the  th o u g h ts  o f liv ing w igh t.6 
S hakespeare’s H a m le t m akes a s im ila r s ta tem en t: 

“T h e re  is a d iv in ity  th a t shapes o u r e n d s /ro u g h -h e w  
th em  how  we w ill. ”7 O nce again, a concep t th a t  cou ld  so 
easily  sound  like a ho llow  p la titu d e  to o k  m ean in g  from  
its  m an ifesta tion  in th e  seem ing ly  m in u te  experien ces o f  
m y daily  life.

T h o se  w ho  have stud ied  S hakespeare’s h is to ry  
play, Richard III, w ill be fam iliar w ith  th is  illu s tra tio n . In  
th e  play, R ichard  is a c h a ra c te r  w ho  sees h im se lf  on  the  
ou ts id e  o f  all th e  fun a t his b ro th e r ’s co u rt; th e  p lay  
opens as R ichard  com m en ts  on  h is ro u g h  and  defo rm ed  
appearance— he’s a hunchback— and  n o te s  his inab ility  
now  th a t civil w a r has ended  to  tu r n  his m in d  to  w o o in g  
as m o st o f  th e  c o u rt has done. F ro m  th e  o u tse t o f  the  
play, R ichard  d e lib e ra te ly  p ositions h im se lf  in opposi- 
tion  to  everyone else. H e c o n s tru c ts  his id e n tity  a ro u n d  
n o t be ing  e v e ry th in g  th a t th e  m em b ers  o f  c o u r t are; 
h e ’s a series o f  neg a tio n s o f  positive  concepts: n o t good - 
looking, n o t pow erful, n o t loved. B ut th e  p rob lem  w ith  
th is  c o n s tru c t is th a t it m eans th e re  rea lly  isn ’t  any  
c o n s titu tiv e  id e n tity  for th e  ind ividual; th e re ’s a void 
w h ere  th e re  shou ld  be a p resence  o f  identity . By th e  end  
o f th e  play, R ich ard ’s in te rio r  m akeup  is on ly  a series o f  
ru th le ss  b inaries th a t leave h im  em pty ; in a fam ous 
so liloquy  he can do n o th in g  b u t c o n tra d ic t h im se lf  since

re s ts  by w ater, so m e th in g  te rr ib le  happens to  him . T h e  
f irs t  tim e he e n te rs  a w ood, a half-w om an, h a lf-m o n ste r 
nam ed  E r r o r  a ttacks him ; th e  n e x t tim e he e n te rs  a 
w ood, a tre e  s ta r ts  ta lk in g  to  him , w a rn in g  h im  o f 
d a n g e rs  th a t Red C ross K n ig h t stead ily  d isre g a rd s  (w ho 
w ould  pay  heed to  a ta lk in g  tre e  anyw ay); finally, once 
again  R ed C ross K n ig h t re s ts  u n d e r a tre e  by a pool o f  
w a te r  w h ere  he  is overcom e by an evil g ian t, O rgog lio , 
w ho takes h im  p risoner. Red C ross encapsu la tes the  
C h ris tian  w ho  know s th e  language , b u t has n o t in te rn a l-  
ized th e  lan g u ag e  so th a t  it has m ean in g  and hum an  
shape.

By th e  end  o f  th is  am az in g  poem , Red C ross 
K n ig h t has been re b o rn , has faced his ow n  do u b ts  and  
fears ab o u t th e  m e rit o f  his identity , has been cleansed  at 
th e  H ouse  o f  H oliness, and  has been m ade ready  to  fig h t 
th e  D ra g o n  te rro r iz in g  th e  land  o f  his gu ide  U na. In  the  
final can tos, th e  sym bols o f  Red C ross K n ig h t’s fa ilings 
have been renew ed  and tra n sfo rm e d  by div ine pow er; in 
h is th re e -d a y  b a ttle  w ith  th e  D rag o n , R ed C ross K n ig h t 
is su sta in ed  by th e  W ell o f  Life and  th e  T re e  o f  Life 
u n til he finally  defeats his enemy. Red C ross K n ig h t has 
u n ited  th e  s ig n  o f  C h ris t’s sacrifice, the  R ed C ross, w ith  
th e  m e an in g  o f  th a t  sacrifice as th e  K n ig h t cycles 
th ro u g h  th e  th ree -d ay  b a ttle  w ith  th e  D rag o n . M ind  
you, R ed C ross K n ig h t is still n o t perfect; in th e  final 
can to , he is c a u g h t te llin g  h a lf-tru th s , b u t th e re in  lies 
th e  brilliance  o f  his exam ple  for us. R a th e r  th a n  con-



have also been a p rec ious n u m b er o f  h u m an  beings w ho 
have aided m y search  for a vocabu lary  o f  sp ir itu a lity —  
m y p aren ts , m y husband , m y d ea r friends and  teach ers  
from  A ndrew s, and  m y co lleagues and  s tu d e n ts  in 
g ra d u a te  school and  h ere  a t Pacific U n io n  C ollege. 
T h ro u g h  th o se  individuals, I have le a rn e d  th a t  the  
beau ty  o f  a renew ed  sp iritu a l vocabu lary  is n o t on ly  th a t 
it p rov ides you w ith  an in n e r life and positive  identity , 
b u t th a t it also  com pels you to  care  ab o u t th is  tired , 
h u r t in g  w orld  and to  com m it y o u rse lf  to  b e in g  p a r t  o f  
som eone e lse’s vocabu lary  o f  sp ir itu a lity  A gain, 
B uechner’s w o rd s cha llenge  us:

“T o  jo u rn e y  for th e  sake o f  sav in g  o u r ow n lives 
is little  by little  to  cease to  live in any  sense  th a t  rea lly  
m atte rs , even to  ourselves, because it is on ly  by jo u rn e y -  
in g  for the  w o rld ’s sake— even w hen  th e  w o rld  bores 
and  sickens and  scares you h a lf  to  d ea th — th a t lit t le  by 
little  w e s ta r t  to  com e alive.”8

B uechner calls th is  life’s p a th  th e  on ly  road  
“w o rth  tra v e lin g ”9 and  I agree . I t ’s a d ifficult road , one 
th rea ten ed  by th e  n a rro w -m in d ed , b u t one th a t offers 
the  g re a te s t g lim pse o f  C h ris t’s g race .
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th a t has been his on ly  m eth o d  for self-defin ition  over the  
co u rse  o f  his life. H a v in g  e lim inated  a lm o st all o f  the  
co m petition , he is left to  iden tify  h im se lf in opposition  
to  him self.

M a n y  o f  m y friends from  A n d rew s have left the  
ch u rch  by now  and  jo in ed  th e  ran k s  o f  the  
“B adven tis ts .” T h e  p o te n tia l p rob lem  w ith  th is  response  
to  th e  lim ita tio n s o f  o rg an ized  re lig ion  is th a t  so m any  
people still te n d  to  define them selves in opposition  to  
th e  church ; th e y ’re  so busy  b e ing  n o t-A d v e n tis t th a t 
th e y  fo rg e t to  th in k  abou t w ho th ey  are  and w ha t th e ir  
sp iritu a l needs rea lly  are. T h is  approach  m akes us no 
b e tte r  th a n  a c h a ra c te r  like S hakespeare’s R ichard  III; 
th e  d a n g e r  in th is  approach  is th a t ra th e r  th an  open up 
to  id e n tity  it opens up to  no th in g . M y p ray e r for all o f 
you and  for m y se lf  alw ays w ould  be th a t ra th e r  than  
allow  th e  negative  aspects o f  o rgan ized  re lig ion  to  cloud 
y o u r sp iritu a l life, you w ould  m ove beyond  th e  im pulse 
to  define in negatives. Build a positive  sp iritu a l id en tity  
in w hich you m ake a vocabu lary  o f  m ean in g  all y o u r 
ow n. T h a t’s th e  g re a te s t tr iu m p h  over all th a t seem s 
hypocritica l, d isappo in ting , an g erin g , d e g rad in g , and 
d isc rim in a to ry  ab o u t church .

T h e se  reflections em phasize  th e  so lita ry  ex p eri-  
ences th a t  have fo rm ed  m y sp iritu a l language , b u t th e re
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