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Chapter 5: The Stained Glass as Prism 

Moving forward 

 

Our Year with St. Francis has been like looking into a prism, gazing deeply to 

take in both color and beauty.  We have noticed the way in which beauty is reflected out 

of the prism towards us and the way in which beauty stretches in new and unexplored 

directions with implications for the larger church and society.   

On a personal level, the last several years of formation in Franciscan theology and 

spirituality have affected me deeply.  This study has allowed me to reconcile extroverted 

and introverted tendencies in my own discipleship, and I have begun to integrate my 

generally outward orientation of faith, evangelism, and mission with my more inward 

yearning for silence and contemplation.  A Franciscan lens has also given me a way of 

looking at both the church and the world that takes seriously my critique of what I see, 

yet resists falling into cynicism.  Francis has helped me find ways to be faithful to Christ 

and deepen my relationship with God, while at the same time, continue to work for 

justice, peace, and social change.  Ever since I heard the great Protestant theologian Karl 

Barth’s wisdom about beginning each day with the Bible in one hand and the newspaper 

in the other, I have struggled to find the right balance between the contemplative and the 

active life.  Francis gives me examples and guidelines.  In the Third Order of the Society 

of St. Francis, I have found a spiritual community of accountability and encouragement.  

At the parish level, the most obvious way that our formation in Franciscan 

theology and spirituality has affected us has to do with the extension and renovation of 

our building.  Though the priority has been accessibility, the project has grown into 
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making the building friendlier in other ways, as well.  New energy has come together 

around such mundane issues as signs, flooring, and bathrooms; but this energy has 

managed to leverage donations in such a way that sections of our existing building will 

be getting a much needed renovation.  Our motivation for renovating is not aesthetics 

alone, but beauty as a means of inviting newcomers to join the life of Christ as we 

experience it at All Souls.  We understand beauty calling people inside, and then calling 

them to go deeper. 

Our worship continues to be a high priority in our parish and the Year with St. 

Francis has helped us reflect on what we mean by “the beauty of holiness.”  Whereas in 

the past, we might occasionally find ourselves feeling defensive about the traditional 

aspects of our music and prayer, the Year with St. Francis has given us new confidence 

to express our love of what we believe is an important expression of beauty, while giving 

us vocabulary and openness to explore new places where beauty might be leading us or 

coming toward us.  

As we move forward, we are committed to a pursuit of beauty that is both active 

and practical.  In his discussion on aesthetics and social transformation, theologian 

William Dyrness suggests three practices that can encourage not only the building up of a 

“community of the beautiful” (see García-Rivera above), but also encourage what 

Dyrness calls a “community of transformation.”  The “aesthetic practices” of playfulness, 

celebration, and ritual can guide a parish like All Souls as we seek to worship in a way 

that preserves the best of the past while being open to change and cultivation of the 
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future.
106

  We aim to be Francis-like by trying not to take ourselves too seriously.  We 

play at being jongleurs de Dieu, jokester-jesters for God, or as St. Paul says, “fools for 

Christ.”  In worship, when someone makes a mistake, a baby makes a loud noise in the 

middle of silence, or some other unexpected thing happens, we try very hard to laugh it 

off and move on.  We hope never to value our liturgical action more than the human 

beings God has entrusted to us.  Dyrness writes of the importance of celebration, but also 

points out the importance of celebrating all kinds of things, being careful that we not 

celebrate merely mimicking the values of the prevailing culture (i.e. getting excited about 

only the largest or most expensive wedding or only talking about parish success stories.) 

Instead, the deeper sense of celebration can help us learn to celebrate life in the midst of 

death and celebrate the treasures of life even in the midst of poverty.  Finally, Dyrness 

points to the importance of ritual practice, which “embodies the aesthetic side of our life 

together.”  Ritual practice is indicative of a healthy community when it is more than 

“mere ceremony” and draws from a broad base.  He asserts, “…[O]rder in a healthy 

community cannot simply be imposed from without. Proper order implies justice because 

it does not work unless it involves the whole community and allows the free expression 

of that community’s values and gifts.”
107

 

In Chapter 2’s discussion of organizational frames, Bolman and Deal’s “symbolic 

frame” was shown to include a view of processes and systems as theater and drama.  This 

provides a way forward as beauty helps us navigate new mission and growth, with 

Francis continuing to act as jongleur de Dieu, urging us onward.  Italian theater critic and 
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professor Antonio Attisani describes how Francis was a dramatic pioneer. By becoming 

his message, enacting it, and sharing it, Francis used a variety of “poetic actions with the 

purpose of creating a communal experience of transformation.”
108

 Whether it was a story, 

a sermon, or a lesson, Francis was not afraid to be dramatic.  Credited with offering the 

very first reenactment of the nativity story in Greccio in 1223, Francis included everyone 

in the story.  Francis did away with the lines between actor and audience, between Body 

of Christ (the baby Jesus) and the Body of Christ (the people of God).  Attisani points out 

that at such times, “everyone was an actor” and there was no audience. This is a 

wonderful goal for public worship—a stage in which all participate at some level.  Our 

liturgies that happen outdoors, our “street Masses” at neighborhood festivals, and 

increasing involvement with the neighborhood help us to find new ways to communicate 

our story, which is Christ’s story.   

Our time with Francis has also deepened our appreciation of silence and has 

uncovered a latent love of silence in our parish.  Certainly in the Quiet Day, silence 

helped to make the day special, but we have noticed a thirst for silence at other times, as 

well.  Over the years, there have been small groups of people who would meet together 

for silent prayer, but we have learned that this pattern stretches back to our foundation. A 

diocesan publication from 1916 announces “All Souls Episcopal Takes up Silent Prayer 

Service,” which refers to the founding rector’s “Fellowship of Silence.”
109

  Dr. Sterrett 

described the service as being similar to what he experienced when he had visited 

England and felt that these services of silence were leading to a revival in the Church of 
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England. He describes the service as 1) beginning with Our Father, 2) including a time 

for listening, 3) a time of self-surrender to God, 4) saying Nunc dimittis together, and 

finally, 5) leaving the church in silence.
110

 

  Dr. Sterrett’s “silent prayer” follows closely the form used for Centering Prayer, 

which has been a part of All Souls at various periods over the years.  Given the early 

value of silence and the powerful ways in which silence has spoken to us this year, it 

seems that our future should pay more attention to silence, whether in a structured way 

like Centering Prayer, an 11
th

 Step Recovery workshop, or some new form of interfaith 

meditation.   

The prism aspects of our stained glass windows also allow us as a small parish, 

nevertheless, to shine or extend beyond ourselves into a larger space.  A Year with St. 

Francis has shown us implications for evangelism and for creative participation in a 

post-Christian culture.  The year has helped us discover new language and tools for our 

participation in the Episcopal Church, the larger Anglican World, and to be in dialogue 

with other faiths. 

 One aspect of Franciscan evangelism should perhaps be clarified.  Francis is 

sometimes credited with saying, “Preach the gospel at all times, and, if necessary, use 

words.”  Though there is no evidence that Francis either said such a thing or practiced it, 

these words may come from a section of his Rule of 1221: “No brother should preach 

contrary to the form and regulations of the holy Church nor unless he has been permitted 
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by his minister . . . All the Friars . . . should preach by their deeds.”
 111

  Here Francis is 

simply suggesting that one’s life should cohere with one’s preaching, a practice he very 

much followed.  In addition to using stories, music, and drama to convey the Gospel of 

Christ, in his Earlier Rule, he suggested two different approaches to living among 

Muslims.   

They can live spiritually among the Saracens [Muslims] and nonbelievers 

in two ways.  One way is not to engage in arguments or disputes but to be 

subject to every human creature for God’s sake and to acknowledge that 

they [themselves] are Christians.  The other way is to announce the Word 

of God, when they see it pleases the Lord, in order that they may believe 

in almighty God, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.
112

  

Here, we see that Francis in no way suggests remaining mute or secretive.  

Franciscan theology and spirituality seem especially relevant in the twenty-first 

century.  Petà Dunstan, a Cambridge historian who writes on religious communities, lists 

five reasons she believes Francis currently enjoys ecumenical appeal:  the challenge of 

poverty, questions around nature and the environment, the need for a new evangelism, the 

need for interfaith dialogue, and the way in which a rule of life can add meaning and 

order.
113

  She points to the need for role models in confronting poverty and standing with 

the poor as well as the desire for many to find new ways of caring for creation and taking 

seriously our role as stewards.  Though we continue to find ourselves living among 

people of other faiths and of no faiths, the model of Francis moving toward the unknown 
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and the stranger can lead us into dialogue.  Evangelism continues to have negative 

connotations, but most forms of religion that have structure and form are looking for new 

ways to reclaim the essence of our traditions and to be able to talk about our faith with 

calm clarity and in ways that can be heard by others.  And finally, as the new monastics 

show, as well as those who embrace new forms of discipline such as yoga, fitness, 

recovery, or self-help schemes, the idea of having a rule of life can sound like freedom in 

a way people have not imagined in the last previous generations. In particular, Dunstan 

highlights a Franciscan Third Order (termed “Secular Order” in Roman Catholicism) as a 

commitment that “allows identification with a set of values without the perceived 

inflexibility of being part of an institution.  Just as joining campaigns on issues is 

preferred to the commitment of being a member of a political party, similarly, tertiary 

vocations to the religious life are more likely than to a First Order in an individualistic 

society.”
114

 

There are a number of opportunities nearby for ecumenical and interfaith 

involvement. The Roman Catholic parish that is a few blocks from our parish has a new 

priest who seems amenable to ecumenical involvement.  We have begun talking about 

praying together towards joint celebrations of such times as the Week of Prayer for 

Christian Unity, prayers for peace and justice, Good Friday Stations of the Cross, or 

holding joint prayer services on Thanksgiving Day. In addition to our nearby Roman 

Catholic neighbors, we have many Jews who live in our neighborhood and attend our 

Saturday Farmer’s Market.  We can explore ways of inviting our Jewish neighbors as 

well as our Muslim neighbors in Northwest Washington into conversations and prayer.  
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Though All Souls has done very little of this in the past, we feel as though Francis is 

inviting us to step into new territory, getting to know our neighbors and making new 

friends. 

In the introduction to this paper I spoke of the way in which All Souls has lived 

out an unexpressed but realized Doctrine of Reserve.  Though we hope to keep the 

aspects of this reserve that take seriously the holy things of faith and devotion and also 

take seriously the uniqueness of each person who comes into our congregation, we have 

become aware that we have sometimes been too reserved and too reticent to share the life 

of Christ with others.   

Some of our reticence to share the Gospel—and I believe the reticence of many 

Episcopalians—may come from overemphasizing or misunderstanding certain aspects of 

the Benedictine Tradition.  Benedict of Nursia (480—543) is regarded by many as the 

father of Western Christian Monasticism.  The Regula Benedicti or Rule of Benedict, is a 

pattern for prayerful living that has influenced the Church at every level.  In England, the 

Benedictine influence went beyond the monastery, extending into university and diocesan 

structures, as well.  Thomas Cranmer’s 1549 Book of Common Prayer was based on a 

simplified Benedictine prayer schedule, bringing a Benedictine spirit into virtually every 

Anglican and Episcopal parish right up to this day.   

An example of how we may have misinterpreted Benedict can be found in the 

chapter of his Rule explaining how to receive someone who shows interest in the Order. 

Benedict suggests the following: 
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When anyone is newly come for the reformation of her life, let her not be 

granted an easy entrance; but, as the Apostle says, "Test the spirits to see 

whether they are from God." If the newcomer, therefore, perseveres in her 

knocking, and if it is seen after four or five days that she bears patiently 

the harsh treatment offered her and the difficulty of admission, and that 

she persists in her petition, then let entrance be granted her, and let her 

stay in the guest house for a few days.
115

 

 

While very few Episcopalians would use the Rule of Benedict as a policy for newcomers, 

I wonder to what extent the attitude has become a part of the Anglican ethos.  A cartoon a 

few years ago showed a group of people approaching their rector saying, “We don't know 

why you're making such a fuss about evangelism. Everyone in this town who ought be an 

Episcopalian already is one.”  Even when we want to welcome newcomers, we often do 

so with unspoken or unwritten expectations about literacy, tastes in music, attitudes 

toward scripture, and aesthetics.   

In addition to a Benedictine tendency to “test” the newcomer, I also wonder if we 

haven’t sometimes misinterpreted or over-accentuated one of the three Benedictine vows.  

A Benedictine religious makes vows of obedience, stability, and conversion of life.  

These vows soak into the Anglican tradition as we seek to be obedient to scripture, 

tradition, and the reason of our own communally-inspired conscience.  We also value 

ongoing repentance and conversion.  But have we misunderstood the vow of stability to 

use it as rationalization for complacency and self-satisfaction?  Stability for the 

Benedictine monk or nun means a commitment to a particular monastery and a particular 

family of Benedictines.  For contemporary lay people, such a vow has to do with a deep 
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commitment to family, to a religious community, and to the local environment.  But a 

vow of stability should not be a basis for creating a community that is closed to the 

outside world.   

Benedictine stabilitas can, and should, continue to inform our desire to stay 

focused, to be satisfied with who we are and where we are, and to resist the cultural 

temptation for constant change and distraction.  Stability was what kept the dessert 

mothers and fathers in their cells, doing battle with their own demons.  “Remaining in the 

cell means not avoiding one’s problems but facing them, not running away from oneself 

or fleeing into activities when a confrontation with oneself is seriously required,” writes 

Anselm Grün, a German Benedictine monk and scholar. “Stabilitas as standing fast, 

sticking to one’s cell, would be a medicine for the inner restlessness of many people 

today as well.”
116

  Nicholas Buxton, an Anglican priest writing on Benedictine 

spirituality, quotes Cistercian monk Michael Casey, who clarifies, “Stability is not a 

matter of immobility or resistance to change but of maintaining one’s momentum.’
117

 

Stability has more to do with perseverance, writes Buxton. It is what grounds us so that 

we can move forward, outward, away from places of comfort, privilege, and exclusion.   

While there is much to be explored and valued about stability, I believe the 

Episcopal Church can learn by following a more Franciscan willingness to leave what is 

comfortable, to give up what is familiar, to become poor in new ways and engage the 

world.  
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In the future, All Souls and the Episcopal Church might do well to follow a more 

Franciscan informed stabilitas, that is, remaining focused, with our feet on the ground, 

but also learning from Francis how to move outward and encounter God’s mission 

wherever God is busy.  The Franciscan and Benedictine traditions can work together to 

keep us balanced, yet agitated; centered, yet eccentrically attuned to God’s disrupting and 

unsettling Spirit.   

 

  


