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Letting Go to Grow 

 

I was ordained to the priesthood more than 30 years ago.  The opportunity to reconsider, to retool 

and head in another direction has presented itself many times over the years.  I could say it 

started at the very beginning.  I was going to become an ornithologist and study birds all my life, 

perhaps teach in a university and publish scholarly works or explore exotic corners of the world 

and discover species new to western science.  But a still small voice directed me down this path.  

That voice has not silenced opportunities within the ministry of the ordained.  I have considered 

leaving active parish ministry for work at a retreat center.  I have considered diocesan staff 

positions.  I have considered chaplaincy at different agencies.  But I have never really seriously 

considered working outside what we might call "religious work." 

 

Another priest, well known author and teacher, Barbara Brown Taylor, took another path.  In her 

book, Leaving Church, A Memoir of Faith,1 she tells the story of how she left parish work to 

teach at a university.  It was a struggle within and around her to strike out in another direction, 

but so it was.  The San Diego Tribune says about the book, "...a love story about letting go and 

learning to live with the mystery of what may happen next."  —And yet both of us are still 

priests. 

 

Each of the readings today speaks to that question of hanging on or letting go.  In the passage 

from Isaiah, the prophet learns wisdom through what he suffers.  He gives up his social standing, 

His rights to revenge and even self-defense and he clings to the God who vindicates him.  The 

familiar Gospel lesson traces Jesus through those events in which he gives up the earthly life he 

has lived for 33 years, and surrenders to death.  But the lesson from Apostolic Instruction is 

perhaps the most articulate.  Being in the form of God, he did not cling to that, but let it go, and 

became obedient even to the humiliating, excruciating, devastating death on a Roman cross.  But 

in the end, he is taken up to the highest place, where every knee bows before him.  Jesus is our 

ultimate lesson in letting go in order to grow.  When we hurt others, commit injustices, or are 

hurt or are victims of injustices, we face the same challenge.  To what do we let go, and to what 

do we cling?  How do we let go in order to grow? 

 

Barbara Brown Taylor's book is divided into three parts that lays out her path.  The first is 

finding.  She found herself on a journey into the priesthood, and found the calling of the collar 

was something she found great fulfilment in.  She found employment at a big downtown church 

in Atlanta, a city full of human brokenness in need of the attentions of the Church, and she gave 

herself to it entirely.  But then she found that it was smothering her, leaving her empty inside, 

along with her husband.  She found a job in a country church, far away from the hustle and 

bustle.  The different rhythms of the country healed her in places she didn't even realize were 
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wounded.  But then she found that even that job placed expectations on her that drew on wells 

that were not very deep, with very little water to share.  Slowly but surely, she found herself 

empty, unwilling and unable to fulfill the job of parish priest.  She writes, 

My quest to serve God in the church had exhausted my spiritual savings.  My 

dedication to being good had cost me a fortune in being whole.  My desire to 

do all things well had kept me from doing the one thing within my power to do, 

which was to discover what it meant to be fully human.2 

And then she found an opportunity to teach instead. 

 

Forgiveness always requires finding where you are; finding the ways the old stories were true 

and meant something when you first told them, and then finding the ways that they have failed 

you.  It takes digging a bit deeper than just telling the story of the offense, the hurt or the 

injustice.  What brought you to this place?  How is it part of your whole story?  Until you find 

where you are you will not know what you are losing. 

 

That is her second part of the book.  She talks about all the things leaving parish ministry cost 

her.  She felt a bit robbed, after a dozen years in front in church, the prestige and privilege, the 

parking spots and the best seat in the house, being the center of affection and respect.  It was the 

right path, but it is important to note what it cost her to take it. 

 

The same thing happens in forgiveness.  Forgiveness is a gift you give yourself, but it costs you 

the right to unhelpful responses.  It costs you the right to revenge.  It costs you the right to 

retaliation.  It costs you all shreds of personal self-righteous pride. 

 

Perhaps most importantly, it costs you the bliss of forgetting.  Many years ago I had a man stiff 

me out of the value of a bunch of labor and half the sale cost.  I could easily just say, “It was just 

stuff, it was just money.  Just forget it and move on.”  But that would rob me of the jewels of 

wisdom buried in the experience of the injustice.  I learned to be a bit more perceptive about who 

people are and what they are likely to do.  I learned to recognize some of the signs of duplicity in 

someone's motive.  I recorded a great story that is part of the story of my life. 

 

Forgiveness will always cost you the relationship as it was.  The Tutus in the book we have been 

studying on Wednesday nights describe the last part of the four-fold path of forgiveness as 

releasing or restoring.  When we forgive, we give up the relationship as it was.  For a battered 

spouse to remain in the relationship as it has been could turn out to be fatal.  If the offender is not 

going to change, staying in the relationship is not godly, it is foolish.  Forgiveness is wise.  

Release the relationship. 

 

Even if the relationship can be restored, it will not be the same as it was before.  The dance will 

have to change, and if the dance changes, the relationship may still involve the same people, but 
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it will necessarily be different.  One must sift carefully through what is left of the relationship 

and decide what to lose and what to keep. 

 

This is the third part of her book.  There are things to keep.  Barbara decides, very consciously, 

to keep the collar.  She will continue to be a priest in the Episcopal Church.  She will continue to 

do priestly things from time to time.  She keeps other symbols of her ordination as well, pectoral 

crosses, though she is guarded about the way the cross has been wielded badly, and her Prayer 

Book Hymnal combo that so many of us use, because its worn cover and pages remind her of an 

important chapter in her life.  She keeps her faith, the core of it, which believes in a radical, 

dangerous God of self-giving love more than church hierarchies and budgets.  She believes in a 

Jesus whose path is toward full humanity more than it is to church membership. 

 

When we forgive, there are things to keep.  If there is the possibility of restoration of a renewed 

and rebuilt relationship, that might be kept.  Changed, purged and rebuilt, it has the potential of 

actually being transformed.  On the foundation of both offense and reconciliation, something 

stronger can be built.  And if not, then the wisdom of the walk is our consolation and gift.  The 

chapters in our lives that are affected by the offense will always be chapters in our lives, no 

matter what.  They don't go away because they have so much to teach us.  To rip those pages out 

would be to commit ourselves to repeating the same stupid mistakes.  It would rob us of the 

power to empathize with those whose chapters read along similar lines. 

 

Finding, losing, keeping, the phases of the final steps in forgiveness anchor us.  They tell us what 

is important and what really isn't after all.  They remind us that in the end, the love of God is so 

broad and so deep that there is no depth to which we might fall that it will not already be there to 

carry us through.  Do not be afraid, beloved.  Walk in love.  Forgive and welcome forgiveness.  

After all, is that not what this Holy Week is all about? 

 


