Meditation & Repentance

The word “repentance” sounds so judgey, doesn’t it? It’s not a word
I ever remember using at Human Kindness Foundation or in my
personal life, at least not since my years growing up in a Southern
Baptist church.

But in this sermon, Nadia Bolz-Weber talks about repentance in a way §
that is new for me. Repentance as a continuing act —that sounds like
daily spiritual practice! Repentance as an act of changing your mind,
heart, and direction—I need that!

Nadia Bolz-Weber is not much like my image of a Lutheran minister.
After growing up in a fundamentalist Christian family, by age 17 she
began covering herself in tattoos and seeing herself as “society’s out-
sider.” She worked as a stand-up comic, and became addicted to
alcohol and drugs before getting sober in 1991. In 2008, Reverend
Bolz-Weber was ordained as a Lutheran pastor and founded the House
for All Sinners and Saints, a radically-inclusive church in Denver,
CO. She has written several books, including best-seller Accidental
Saints: Finding God In All The Wrong People.

Sita and I have not had the honor of meeting her, but “Pastor Nadia”
feels like part of the Human Kindness Foundation family because
of her devotion to sharing powerful spiritual truth with people that
society often treats like outsiders. We are grateful that she gave her
permission for us to share this excerpt with you. —Catherine

From Reverend Nadia Bolz-Weber
So, my own pandemic fatigue got bad back in October.

Being stuck in my little one bedroom apartment for months
started to feel like having to do time in a cell with a member of an
enemy gang, except that the enemy was me—specifically—my
own brain. | couldn’t stop my scurrying thoughts of doom and |
couldn’t stop wondering when | would ever see my family and —————— =
friends again, and | couldn’t stop wondering if maybe our entire civilization is collapsmg, and is that I|ttle
headache | have COVID? My psyche did not know how to handle the rising death toll. | began to turn on
myself and turn on others because if | can’t control anything at least | can find someone to blame and if |
can't assign blame at least | can correct someone on Twitter. ...

It was then that my best friend suggested | try meditating, which felt like an act of aggression
against me. I've never given meditation much of a go before because every time | tried it, all | could do
is perseverate over how bad | was at meditating and that kind of self-loathing didn't seem like it was
helping me spiritually so | thought “thanks but no thanks.”

But | was desperate. So | downloaded a meditation app and just did the thing even though I'm like,
really bad at sitting perfectly still and clearing my thoughts. And look, | know I'm 51 and a so-called
spiritual leader so maybe this shouldn't have been such a surprise to me, but—it’s not that bad. | mean,
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. it's actually at me because | said something stupid and then I'd

kind of
great,
once | was
able to let
go of
thinking |
had to be
“‘good” at
it.
See, what
| learned
from the
teachers |
listened to
is that, the
gift of
meditation
isn’t in be-
ing able to
maintain a
still mind

~ (although
that’s great), the gift of meditation is in the messing
it up—it’s in being carried away in thinking and then
realizing you are thinking and then returning to the
meditation.

Meditation’s magic is in the returning. Not in
the never having left.

Theologically speaking, there’s a word for that. It’s
repentance. ...

Now, | know the word repentance has gotten a bad
wrap, as if it is the priggish cry of a pearl-clutching
moral elite demanding the immediate lifestyle
changes of people more interesting than them-
selves.

But repentance or metanoia in Greek is far more

hear “The kingdom of God is near, repent and be-
lieve this good news.” And again I'd return. This is
the beauty of our faith, that repentance gets to be a
continual action.

This is the beauty of our faith, not that we once
were bad but now we’re good, but that Softly and
tenderly Jesus is calling us out of our trances.
Again and again. The trance of thinking that we will
be happy when everything is as we think it should
be. ... Softly and tenderly Jesus is calling us out of
the empty promises of our personal and cultural
trances and into what is most true and most real—
this present moment, where the kingdom of God is
at hand. ...

And part of the good news we are called to repent
and believe is that there is no upper limit to the
times we can return to God by changing our
minds or changing our hearts or changing our
direction. It is not like the three tries you have to
remember your password before the system locks
you out.

The gates of repentance are always open.

And there is no distance we must travel to get to
the doors of the kingdom.

The kingdom our Lord ush-
ered in is as close to us as
our own breath... arriving with
this breath and this breath. ...

Repent and believe the good
news.

© 2021 Nadia Bolz-Weber

Originally published at https://
thecorners.substack.com

than cleaning up your act. Repentance means
changing your mind and changing your direction
and changing your heart. And the cool thing is
that in Greek it implies a continual action, not
something that happens just once and then you're
good.

So this week as | practiced meditating and | found
my thoughts crowding back into my mind just as
soon as | cleared it like freshly raked leaves on a
windy day, I'd hear Jesus saying “the kingdom of
God has come near, Repent and believe the good
news” [Mark 1:15] and | would come back to still-
ness and my breath. And then I'd start wondering
if | have all the ingredients to make that soup | am
planning for dinner and if that one person is mad

Softly and tenderly, Jesus is calling

Calling for you and for me

See on the portals, He's waiting and watching
Watching for you and for me

Come home, come home

Ye who are weary, come home
Earnestly, tenderly, Jesus is calling
Calling, "Oh, sinner, come home"

Christian hymn, written by Will L Thompson in
1880 and still sung in many churches
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Please join us on Wednesday evenings

Beloved Family,

Please join us on Wednesday evenings, between 7:00 and 8:00 pm, for
time “together-apart.” During this time, we invite you to meditate,
pray, or do other spiritual practices in community with your Human
Kindness Foundation family. We have heard from people all over the
US—and a few from other parts of the world—who are participating
in this time dedicated to compassion for all who are suffering. You can
join us using any spiritual practice that you dedicate to compassion.
The instructions below, written by our friends at Prison Phoenix Trust
in England, are offered for Wednesday evenings or any time.

"See" you on Wednesdays, dear friends! Love and blessings, Sita

The Breath: Profound & Simple ¢ A Meditation
by Prison Phoenix Trust

We all know how to breathe. It's the first thing we do when we en-
ter the world and the last thing we do when we leave it. Breathing keeps us alive. Breath is life.

But there's more. How we feel affects the way we breathe. Think for a moment about how your breathing
changes if you get a sudden shock or feel anxious or scared. The beauty of the breath--the real gift--is that
the reverse is also true. As yoga students will already know, you can change the way you feel by changing
how you breathe. It is as simple as that.

The first thing to do is get to know your breath. When you wake in the morning, as you move through your
day, watching TV, going to work, or exercising in the gym, notice how your mood and emotions change.
Pay attention to your breath. Notice where it is. Does it feel shallow and fast, high in the chest, or maybe
slow and deep in the lungs? Are you breathing through your nose of through your mouth? Get to know
your breath just as it is.

Let us start by practicing breathing consciously.

We'll practice sitting down (though you can do this later standing or lying down). Sit on the edge of a chair,
your bed or on the floor. Breathe in and out, through your nose if you can. Your eyes can be closed or open
with your gaze lowered.

Sit with your back straight and your arms and shoulders relaxed. Let your hands rest on your knees or in
your lap.

Notice your natural breathing. You may be able to feel the coolness of your breath as you breathe in and a
warmer breath as you breathe out. Just notice the in breath and the out breath. Do this for couple of
minutes.

Now place one hand gently on your belly. Imagine /- o.../ e 12l Sond
you're are breathing into your hand. Notice therise /7 , .. ///N// %
and fall of your breath, feeling the breath under

your hand. 7

Now start to lengthen your breath: count to three = SR
as you breathe in, and to four as you breathe out. &% —
Keep the breath down low in your belly if you can. S i

As you count, pay attention to each out-breath.
Notice as it fades away. There is no need to hold
your breath or strain.

After a few minutes, let the counting go. Return to
normal breathing.

Take a few moments to notice how you feel compared to when you started.

Practice this for a few minutes every day. Remember you can do this whenever you like. All you need is your
breath and your attention.

Reprinted by permission from Prison Phoenix Trust, Oxford, UK
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Beloved friends and spiritual family,

We have heard from many of you about the hardships of this time and how they are so much harder
for people who are incarcerated. We read each letter with attention and love. As we listen to you in
that way, we wish we could change your circumstances and remove your suffering.

The great spiritual truths are true in every circumstance. If we didn't know that, we couldn't be Human
Kindness Foundation. Still, we understand that what you are going through is terribly hard. We hear
: you.

From a small-view perspective, it makes no sense to believe
that you can be at peace and even joyful in terrible circum-
stances. But in the big view, we hear Jesus talking about
Peace that passes understanding. Jesus acknowledged that it
makes no sense!

We also listen to wise people like His Holiness the Dalai
. Lama of Tibet and Archbishop Desmond Tutu of South
.. Africa. The Book Of Joy is a discussion between these two
.-~ sages—one Christian and one Buddhist—about how to find
\\ * joy in this painful world. Each of them has survived decades
* “\ of exile and the crushing violence of oppression. And yet,
\g‘:ﬁ they are two of the most joyful people on the planet! Their
: /;f’ peace passes understanding. They offer some hints to help us
3?// / experience that peace too.

We're truly sorry, beloveds, but we're not able to bring The
/ '_f Book of Joy to you. We've chosen some powerful quotes

- from the book to share with you on these pages. We hope
they'll be as meaningful to you as they are to us.

Love, Sita & Catherine

Wherever you have friends
, that's your country, and
wherever you receive love, that’s your home.

Even ten or thirty minutes of meditating on compassion, on P g‘ /p*
kindness for others, and you will see its effects all day. o
That's the way to maintain a calm and joyous mind. i ko, W

“ HKE: ,g’f’; _

The Dead Sea in the Middle East receives fresh water, butit . =
has no outlet, so it doesn't pass the water out. It receives
beautiful water from the rivers, and the water goes dank. |
mean, it just goes bad. And that's why it is the Dead Sea. It
receives and does not give. In the end generosity is the best
way of becoming more, more, and more joyful.

“A Little Good News” is a publication of Human Kindness Foundation, a non-profit 501(c)3 organization. Donations & bequests are welcomed and are
tax-deductible to the full extent of the law. With your help, we send over 300 free books each week to people who request them while they are incarcer-
ated. You can request books by writing to HKF, PO Box 61619, Durham NC 27715. www.humankindness.org ©2021 Human Kindness Foundation
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Discovering more joy does not save us
from the inevitability of hardship and
heartbreak. In fact, we may cry more
easily, but we will laugh more easily
too. Perhaps we are just more alive. Yet,
as we discover more joy, we can face
suffering in a way that ennobles rather
than embitters. We have hardship with-
out becoming hard. We have heartbreak
without being broken.

Joy is the reward, really, of seeking to
give joy to others. When you show
compassion, when you show caring,
when you show love to others, do
things for others, in a wonderful way

2 7 : - Jyou have a deep joy that you can get
W " == in no other way. You can’t buy it with
money. You can be the richest person on Earth, but if you care only about
yourself, | can bet my bottom dollar you will not be happy and joyful. But
when you are caring, compassionate, more concerned about the welfare of
others than about your own, wonder-
fully, wonderfully, you suddenly feel a
warm glow in your heart, because you
have, in fact, wiped the tears from the
eyes of another.

If you want others to be happy,
practice compassion. If you want
to be happy, practice compassion.
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Dear HKF,
I know my situation is not nearly as
desperate as so many other people who
write to you. I've read their letters in
your newsletters and books, and my
heart goes out to them. Still, [ wonder if
you could share any guidance on disap-
pointment? [ was involved in a car acci-
dent, and I'm facing a lot of disappoint-
ments since. I'm 35 years old and I'm
looking at the possibility of a 15+ year
sentence. | have a low bond, but my
family refuses to be the signers on the
bond. They say I haven't followed
through in the past, although I've never
been in a situa-
tion like this
before, so I'm
left confused.
The possible
sentence and
relying on a
court appointed
attorney has
been a heavy
head trip of dis-
appointing out-
comes. | remain
grateful that I'm
healthy and
We're All Doing
Time preaches
that whether in
a prison or a
palace over the
next 15 years,
I'll experience
the full range of
human emotions,
but it still stings,
you know.
Thanks for
any clues you
might offer
towards pointing
me to the truth. I
sincerely appre-
ciate your time
and considera-
tion.
Peace & love,
C

'

never assumed that folks wanted a
sugar-coated answer to their questions.
So I'll try to channel my best Bo and
answer your letter.

You said you wanted guidance on
disappointment, and at first [ was not
sure if you were disappointed in your-

self or someone else. Then you stated "I
was involved in a car accident” and the

rest of that paragraph was about you:
"I'm facing disappointment, I'm facing
15 years, my family won't help" etc.
But you didn’t elaborate on the acci-
dent. Apparently, if you are facing 15
years, someone was killed. How did

her family?

You also tell us
that your family
says you did not
"follow through"

real freedom can
come your way.
You can use your
cell as an ashram
for the next 15

not honest, it will
time. If you truly
you want, it is
going to require
taking a compas-
assessment of

your life—all of
it—before, up to,

any areas where
you may be re-

Dear C,

One thing that Bo always did with
letters from sincere seekers like your-
self, was to be loving, yet honest. He

: sponsible for
things? For your family's reluctance to
put up the bond money?

C, we say all this with the utmost
love, because we believe you wrote to
us sincerely wanting the truth. So we

in the past. [s there

years, but if you're
be a waste of your

want what you say

sionate and honest

and after the acci-
dent. Can you see

come from a place of compassion.
When you care about someone, you
don’t tell them what they want to hear,
you tell them what they need to hear.
We want you FREE! Spiritually free.

You are young, and although 15
years seems like an eternity, if you get
that sentence you will get out when you
are younger than [ am now. And my life
is by no means over!

Sita is 76, and she wakes up every
day with purpose, strength, love and
dedication to people other than herself.
I would ask you to perhaps say.... “I
never saw my adult life beginning this

you handle way,” and start today making choices
that? What kind of that reflect a new way of being in this
disappointment world. Make amends where you can, be
has that person's ~ honest about your life. No one is asking
death caused his/  you to feel guilty, just rise up above

your present way of thinking and see if
you can see through someone else's
eyes. That is compassion. You CAN
live a purposeful life—in or out of
prison. We see it all the time. But no
one takes step one without truth! And

any truth to that?  you know the saying: the truth will set
C, youneed to be you free.

deeply honest with ~ We know that you are going through
yourself before a tough time right now, and that you

may go through tough times ahead. But
your life is not over, and you can still
make something meaningful of it. May-
be this is your wake up call. Be gentle
with yourself, but be as honest as you
can be. We all make mistakes, but we
don't have to be forever defined by
them. How you move forward is up to
you.

Love, Donna

[Ed note: the following is one part of a
correspondence that has been going on
for several years. We excerpt this part
because we know that some others,
especially if they got locked up very
young, struggle with similar confusion.]

Dear Catherine,

I'm so glad you are well, especially
during this pandemic. As for the rela-
tionship I told you about, I guess I was
pushing a little too much and moving
too fast by asking X to be my girlfriend
without first getting to know her as a
person and as a friend. Is that what you
meant when you told me to listen with
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respect and don't push? Am I reading
you right? If I asked a female to be my
girlfriend without first getting to know
her and she turns me down, the question
I have is do you think I can start over?
Would it be ok to ask her again later on
if she would be interested in being in a
relationship with me?

Truly yours, your friend B

Dear B,

When I said listen with respect, that
includes believing what a woman tells
you. X has told you many times that
she's not available or interested. You
have to believe her and act accordingly.
You will see movies and other stories
that make it look like women don't
mean what they say. Those stories are
damaging to our whole culture. They
contribute to confusion like yours.

If you want a healthy relationship,
you have to start with respect. If a
woman says no, believe her. I suppose
there are the RARE times when some-
one is not interested for awhile and later
becomes interested, so you might have
a friend who tells you it happened to
him. But you cannot make it happen,
and you are harming yourself if you
focus on someone who has said no to
you.

You have an extra need to be careful
in this department, B. As a person who
has been convicted of a sex offense,
you have to be much more careful than
other men. Please accept that you abso-
lutely must hear "no" and understand
that it simply means "no." If you don't
take that in very deeply, you are going
to repeat a cycle of crime and incarcera-
tion for many years. [ don't want that to
happen to you, friend. [ recommend that
you make a daily practice—add it to
your meditation time—of repeating to
yourself: "no means no, and I respect
every woman's right to say no to me."

There is plenty of goodness in you,
B. Turn your thoughts and practices to
those parts of you, like you're doing by
helping people get their G.E.D. Keep
developing your spiritual self with daily
practices. If God has a romantic partner

in the plan for you, that will happen at
the right time. You cannot force it.
Peace and blessings, Catherine

Dearest Sita,

Hello again. I just wanted to thank
you for printing my letter in your last
newsletter! [ was pleasantly surprised
and very proud to be part of such a
wonderful thing!

When I wrote to you last time, there
were about ten of us sitting together-
apart on Wednesday nights here in the
prison. [See page 3 for how to join in
on Wednesday evenings.] That number
keeps growing and growing! Now there
are about 25-30 (out of 200) in the pris-
on and it's spreading! Recently, a good
friend of mine was released from this

prison to a pre-release after ten years
locked up here. Her first letter was un-
expected, but brought me great joy.
Most of her letter was about how many
people there at the pre-release jumped
on board to sit together-apart on
Wednesday nights! All of them willing
to accept everyone else with kindness,
compassion, love and non-judgement.
She was amazed, and so am I!

A couple of months ago, I wrote my
Buddhist lama friend at the Billings,
MT Dharma Center and told her what
we are doing here. She emailed the en-
tire Buddhist community in Billings,
and now they all sit together-apart on
Wednesday nights! In an itty-bitty town
in another part of Montana, my friend, a
preacher's wife, presented the idea to
their whole congregation!

I feel so grateful to be connected with
all of these people. This is becoming a
Montana-wide sensation!

Love, K
Dear HKF,

My name is T. [ am in prison in Tex-
as. I have seen over the last two years,
the most complete change in a man I
have ever seen. He went from being
extremely violent and remorseless to
being kind and thoughtful.

When I finally got up the nerve to ask
how that happened, all he said was to
write you and ask for two books, read
them with an open mind, and I would
know.

Please send me We're All Doing Time
and Just Another Spiritual Book.

Thank
you for your
time, T

Dear T,
Welcome
to the HKF
family! Your
books are on
the way.
Love, HKF
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