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Welcome
to this study!

By the time we reach middle age, most of us
have established our identities, our families,
and our spiritual foundation. As men, however,
few of us have learned how to develop emotion-
al and spiritual bonds with other men. This
study booklet is designed to help you do that
within a group of similarly committed Christian

men as you talk about significant life issues. If you are the group

leader...

You will be encouraged to find spiritual compan- Please see the sec-

ionship thatleaves you and another man “closer  tjon, “How to use this
than a brother.” If this doesn’t click right away, booklet” and other
notes in the
“Leader’s Guide” on
page 41.

don’t worry. Be patient with yourself and your
group mates. Still, this booklet assumes thatas
we work toward the goal of accountable relation-
ships, we find we are also growing in our rela-
tionship with our Lord and brother, Jesus Christ.

Here’s a preview of the study: Session 1,
“Getting Our Bearings” will be more of a get-to-
know-you time, organized by your leader, per-
haps around a meal. It will also get you thinking
about spiritual companionship. Sessions 2 to 5
are a little more structured, and include sugges-
tions for opening worship, study, and reflection
exercises on the topics of friendship, money and
power, sex, and family relationships. We hope
these are meaningful times of spiritual growth
and fellowship for you.

Welcome to this study! » 5



To the leader: Unlike subsequent chapters, this
one does not include specific suggestions for wor-
ship and group activities. Guidance for planning
the first session is given in the leader notes on
page 43.



Session 1

Getting Our
Bearings

Spiritual companionship is an important way for
men to grow personally as followers of Jesus.

When Jesus and his disciples met for their last
supper together, it was obvious that they knew
each other well. These friends had shared many
meals together. We imagine those meals as cel-
ebratory times filled with simple joy and satis-
faction with the bond they shared. And they
would have been able to express delight in each
other in ways that may seem startling to us
today. Here is how the King James Version
describes the interaction between Jesus and the
disciple “whom Jesus loved™:

Now there was leaning on Jesus’bosom one
of his disciples, whom Jesus loved. Simon
Peter therefore beckoned to him, that he
should ask who it should be of whom he
spake. He then lying on Jesus’breast saith
unto him, Lord, who is it? (John 13:23-25 KJV)

An arm’s length culture

Most men today don’t have this kind of intimacy;
in fact, many flee from it because of certain con-
notations that North American society has
imposed on it. Still, men can be nurtured as they
find simple joy in each other’s company. Simply
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being together must balance our tendency to
drive ourselves to do things that are more clear-
ly “productive.”

We see these rhythms of doing and being in
Jesus’leadership of his disciples as they interact
with the crowds, heal the sick, and debate with
religious leaders. These times are followed by
prayer and reflection —sometimes alone, some-
times in the company of friends. Such moments
occur in the desert, on the Sea of Galilee, and
around a dinner table.

This pattern of action and reflection carries with
it the seeds of discipleship and accountability.
As we observe actions in each others’lives, then
spend time reflecting afterwards, a loyal and
trusted friend can point out misjudgments and
mistakes in our lives. He can also make us
aware of how we are experiencing God and
hearing the voice of God in ways we have not
experienced before.

Privilege and power

Such accountability is especially important for
men. In North American culture, we males are
given special privileges and power simply
because we are born male. For white men, these
entitlements of power and privilege are greater
than for people of color. By developing friend-
ships and trust with other men, we find a safe
context for addressing the stewardship of these
privileges and power.

Spiritual companionship encourages us to man-
age these powers in ways that have integrity,
working for the good of others and not just our-
selves. We can let down our guard and begin to

8 * Getting Our Bearings



trust the counsel of a spiritual brother on mat-
ters that affect our lives deeply: (1) friendship,
(2) wealth and power, (3) sex, and (4) family
relationships.

Later booklets in this series will look at each
topic in more depth. In this study, however, you
will have opportunities to begin conversation
abouteach of them ata more general level .
The first chapter begins with male friendship,
using the biblical story of King David and
Jonathan. The second focuses on wealth and
power by looking at the example of Boaz in the
book of Ruth.. The third chapter considers sexu-
al temptation, using the story of David and his
illicit relationship with Bathsheba. The final
chapter considers family relations by revisiting
the story of Abraham and Sarah.

Our story: God’s ears and mouthpiece

Spiritual companionship has been an  We ask each other questions about
important part of both our spiritual how we are experiencing the pres-

pilgrimages. It was in 1995 that we ence of God

in our lives. We talk

began intentionally talking with each  about the spiritual disciplines we are
other about what is happening to us practicing (Bible study, prayer, diet,

spiritually and holding each other exercise) and about our relationships
accountable for our relationship to with our spouses, our families, and
God and to those around us. The our congregations. We confess our
Spirit led us to discover we were both  sins to each other and prod each
hungry for a deeper walk as disci- other to listen to the Spirit’s nudging
ples. Out of this desire came a in our lives. We also rejoice with each
covenant to be spiritual companions. other for the times of victory and joy,

and sorrow with for times of failure.

What this means for us has grown
and developed in the years since that
beginning. Currently we talk together

For a list of the questions we ask
each other, see the end of this chap-

approximately every two weeks. We ter.)

do this in person when we can. But In short, we are God’s ears and
because one of us lives in Indiana mouthpiece for each other—an awe-
and the other in Pennsylvania, most of some and joyous responsibility

our conversations are by telephone, Christian brothers can have for each
usually an hour and a halfin length. other.— Everett & Lorne

Getting Our Bearings * 9



Finding a spiritual companion

The ultimate goal of this seriesis not simply to
have lively group discussion in response to bib-
lical illustrations. Our hope and prayer is that
each one who participates in this study will
develop a spiritual companionship through
which he will come to know God more intimate-
ly. Through such friendship, each will become
accountable for how he lives as a disciple of
Christ.

Each session will include opportunities —option-
al but encouraged —for you to talk honestly and
openly with another man. Ideally, you will have

the same partner throughout the study. This per-

son may be someone you already know and

trust, or it may be someone who becomes your

confidant in the discussions. We hope thatin

. __________________________________________________________|
How to find a spiritual companion

Finding another man with whom to
share your spiritual struggles and
joys can be a scary experience, espe-
cially if you have not done so before.
We hope that doing this study in a
group context will make the process
easier. Breaking into dyads gives you
a chance to be open with another
man in discussing a life issue. Your
conversations may lead you to form
an ongoing covenant of spiritual
companionship. Here is how it might
happen:

10 » Getting Our Bearings

1. Pray about finding a spiritual com-
panion.

2. Allow God’s Spirit to work as your

group breaks into twos to discuss
the ideas in this book.

3. Be honest in your discussions with

the man with whom you form a
dyad, including how you relate to
each other.

4. If the relationship that develops

does not work, be open about
what’s happening and talk with
your group leader about possible
changes.

5. Allow the Spirit to work both with

you and your spiritual companion
as you discern if this could be a
long-term relationship that will
bring you both closer to God.



these conversations with another, you will find
new levels of satisfaction and delight in your
personal relationship with God and our divine
brother, Jesus Christ.

Questions for Spiritual Companions

As you develop a spiritual companionship that
goes beyond the conversation topics of this
booklet, you may wish to use the following ques-
tions as you meet together:

1. Encounters with God
a) How have you experienced God since we
last talked?
b) How have you been aware of God’s love
and grace?
¢) How do you find yourself resisting God?

2. Spiritual disciplines
a) Have you spent meaningful time in prayer
and meditation?
b) Are you satisfied with your time spent in

Bible reading / study? Leader: Tips for
leading the sessions
o are given on page
currently practicing? 43

c¢) What other spiritual disciplines are you

3. Family life
a) How would you describe your relationship
with your spouse?
b) How is your relationship with your chil-
dren?
c) Have you given priority time to your family?

4. Relationship with congregation
a) Have you been faithful in attending activi-
ties of your congregation?
b) How would you describe your relationships
with your congregation?

Getting Our Bearings * 11
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5.Accountability

a) What sin do you need to confess?

b) Have you exposed yourself to any sexually
explicit material or been with anyone in a
compromising situation?

c) Have any of your financial dealings
lacked integrity?

d) What else do you need to be accountable
for?

. Spiritual companionship
a) Is there anything about our relationship
that you need to talk about?
b) Have you just lied to me?



Session 2
Friendship

Forming deep bonds of friendship is emotionally
healthy, and it can help us develop spiritual inti-
macy with Jesus.

Opening Worship*
Song: “GreatlIs Thy Faithfulness” (HWB 327).

Guided Prayer: Pray the following guided
prayer together, with periods of silence between
each sentence:

Imagine a dry and parched land where a
heavy dew brings relief and comfort in the
morning. Imagine sunburned and cracked
skin seared under the desert sun, and then a
potion of oils lubricating and softening the
face and hands. These are the images used
to describe the special blessing we receive
when we live in unity with our brothers.
Imagine the desert of our busyness now
being soothed by the balm of brotherly

friendship.

Read Psalm 133. Leader: Tips for
leading the sessions
are given on page

Responsive Prayer: 43.

Lord, we come before you,
not alone,
but in the company of one another.

Friendship » 13



We share our happiness with each other,
and it becomes greater.

We share our troubles with each other,
and they become smaller.

We share one another’s griefs and burdens,
and their weight becomes possible to

bear.

May we never be too mean to give,
nor too proud to receive.

Forin giving and receiving
we learn to love and be loved;
we encounter the meaning of life,
the mystery of existence —
and discover you.Amen

—Terry Falla, in Be Our Freedom, Lord,ed. by Terry Falla
(Adelaide: Lutheran Publishing House, 1984),.

Exploring the topic

Boys in our culture are taught to be tough, inde-
pendent, resourceful, and self-assured. Even as
we grow into manhood, we are led to believe
that our emotions, or the feelings of others, must
never get in our way. This is the masculinity of
John Wayne, James Bond, and the beer-drinking,
smart-aleck hosts of “The Man Show” popular
on cable TV.

Maturing as men means we must move beyond
this view of masculinity. So it is that most men,
especially those who are married, spend much
of their twenties and thirties developing their

feminine side (see Further Reflection 1, below).
This is a critical stage of development. It is dur-
ing those years that we learn how to bond with
integrity to another person. For those who are

married, this happens most significantly with a
spouse. For those who are single, it happens

through significant friendships. And if we have
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children, we learn to be nurturing and gentle
and are profoundly changed by the love which
they return to us.

But some time after turning forty, healthy mascu-
line development has us shift from the feminine
side back into a deeper understanding of our-
selves. This period of the “deep masculine” is
quite different from the machismo and testos-
terone-driven masculinity of our teenage years.
Having discovered emotional intimacy with
spouse, children, or significant others, we are
also now secure enough in our self-identity to
experience emotional intimacy with other close
friends. In doing so, we also strengthen the spiri-
tual intimacy we have with our brother Jesus.

King Saul’s son Jonathan was such a man. He
knew how to be emotionally intimate with anoth-
er man.

Read aloud 1 Samuel 18:1-5.

Jonathan was a great man in his own right. By
the time he met David, he had legendary
achievements of his own about which to boast.
In 1 Samuel 14, for example, Jonathan and his
armor-bearer killed twenty warriors and pan-
icked an entire Philistine garrison. Jonathan was
also courageous and not afraid of saying what
he thought. For example, he nonchalantly con-
travened the direct orders of his father, the
unstable and irritable Saul (1 Sam. 14: 24-46)
and was saved from certain death only when
the townspeople ransomed him.

But when Jonathan befriended David, he did so
with no pretensions or ulterior motives. The son
of a king, Jonathan might have been expected to
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make a play for the throne himself. Jonathan did
just the opposite. He gave his royal robes to

David, a poor sheepherder, along with his

armor, his bow, and his belt. Time and time

again, he saved David’s life, sometimes at peril

to his own.

The words used to describe the bond between
these two friends are striking: “The soul of
Jonathan was bound to the soul of David, and

Jonathan loved him as his own soul” (18:1).

Food for thought 1: John the Beloved and John the Baptist

In the book The Wild Man’s Journey,
Catholic retreat master Richard Rohr
and co-writer Joseph Martos describe
the two journeys we take as men to
find our way into the deep masculine.

The first journey occurs generally
between the ages of twenty to forty. It
might be called the journey of John
the Beloved (see John 13:23a). This
journey into the common feminine
allows us to become increasingly
comfortable with traditionally femi-
nine strengths, such as listening,
understanding, caring, and nurturing.

Young adult men who never take this
first journey end with emotional and
relational abilities frozen ata com-
mon masculine level. Some of us may
know fifty-year-old men who still act
like seventeen-year-olds. Their devel-
opment is arrested in shallow mas-
culinity, and they are incapable of
emotional attachment with anyone
else. They have never taken the jour-
ney of John the Beloved.

But about age forty, it is time to move
on. After several decades of strength-
ening and exploring the feminine

16 * Friendship

side, it is time for a second journey.
This is the journey of John the Baptist,
that wild man who lived on the edge
of civilization eating from the land
and wearing the hides of animals he
killed.

Some men, unfortunately, make the
first journey but never take this sec-
ond journey. Consequently, they
remain in the common feminine side
the rest of their lives. This too is a
form of arrested development; men
stuck here can become self-protec-
tive, coddling, with too much inward
energy and overdone relationships.

But when we take the journey of John
the Baptist to the wild side, we do so
equipped with lessons from that first
journey of John the Beloved. The sec-
ond journey leads to a deep and
mature masculine quite different from
the John Wayne masculinity of our
youth. Here we learn to use the power
and strength of the mature masculini-
ty with which God has endowed us,
but we do so integrating what we
learned from our feminine side. Some
call this the “wild man.” This might
also be whatit means to be a “real
gentleman.”



Read aloud 1 Samuel 20:41-42.

In this passage, Jonathan again saved David’s
life, but he also had to give him the bad news

that Saul wanted to kill him. Jonathan urged

David to flee for his life. This brief passage car-

ries in it the heart of spiritual companionship:

“The Lord shall be between me and you...forev-

er.” This is the context for developing a friend-

Food for thought 2: How we keep each other accountable

In 1995, Lorne and I began a pattern
of accountability with each other that
evolved into what we call “spiritual
companionship” (see “Our Story,”
page 9). It began with a set of ques-
tions Lorne created from some earlier
work he had done. About every other
week, we took an hour to and an hour
and a halfto work through these
questions. Because we live in differ-
ent states, it worked well to use the
“free calls on Fridays” offered by a
long-distance carrier. Other times we
would schedule several hours to talk
together if we were at the same meet-
ing somewhere.

Eventually, the questions were altered
to be even more pointed and specific
(see page 11).It became impossible
to avoid any subject because of the
one question at the end of our ses-
sions that we have come to both cher-
ish and dread: “Have you just lied to
me?” For us, lying includes the sin of
omission.

After six years of this discipline, we
now know exactly where the other
may try to fudge a reply. We know the
spots in each others’lives that we
would rather not talk about. When I
am tempted toward some vice or sin,
it becomes a deterrent to know that
Lorne will ask me specifically about it.

For example, several years ago |
started buying lottery tickets occa-
sionally. When the jackpot got large
enough, I would buy $5 or $10 worth
of tickets in hopes of winning $50 or
$60 million. Lorne began asking me
about this habit, and now, even when
the jackpot hits $180 million, I ask
myself: Do Ireally want to disappoint
Lorne by admitting that I yielded to
the temptation? There is no way Ican
go through our questions without him
finding out.

We address graver issues than lottery
tickets, of course. Specifically, we
hold each other accountable for
integrity in our marriage and family
relationships. We ask directly about
sexual temptations or vices that
might find their way into other areas
of our lives.

But the important question is always
asked first: “How have you experi-
enced God since we last talked?”
Having a friend who knows me so
well and who listens to my answers
requires that I carefully and honestly
review the progress, or lack thereof,
in my walk with God in the preceding
weeks.— Everett
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ship bond that becomes holy. Sanctioned by
God’s presence, a spiritual companion becomes
the voice and face of God.

David eventually became the greatest king in
ancient Israel. One can easily believe that the
spiritual companionship he experienced with
Jonathan was one of the reasons for his success.

Talking it through

In groups of two, consider these questions in
relation to the biblical story and what we have
included in this chapter:

1. As you read about the friendship of David
and Jonathan, what emotions do you experi-
ence: envy? peace? frustration? scandal?
Why?

2. Do you have a relationship with another man
somewhat comparable to the friendship of
David and Jonathan? Why or why not?

3. Would you like to have such a relationship?
What are the next steps you might take to
help make this happen?

4. Where do you find yourself on the masculine
journey—with John the Beloved? John the
Baptist? Or are you somewhere in between?

After twenty or thirty minutes, gather again in
the larger group. If you feel free, share one new
thing you have learned in this session, or tell the
group of a change you would like to make in
your life as a result of this study.



Closing

Friendship can be an important reminder of the
ultimate friendship we can have with our savior
and brother, Jesus Christ. To celebrate this
friendship, sing the hymn “What a Friend We
Have in Jesus” (HWB 573 or 574).

Sit in silence for a few minutes. Then listen as
the following passages are read from book of
Proverbs from the New Living Translation :

Disregarding another person’s faults pre-
serves love; telling about them separates
close friends (17:9).

There are “friends” who destroy each other,
but a real friend sticks closer than a brother
(18:24).

Wounds from a friend are better than many
kisses from an enemy (27:6).

A friend is always loyal, and a brother is
born to help in time of need (17:17).

Conclude the session with a time of open
prayer. Share brief prayers as you wish before
the leader concludes with a closing prayer.
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Session 3

Money and
Power

In the middle years, men are at the peak of their
power, wealth, and influence. God calls us to
use these gifts to bring life to others.

Opening worship

Song:“God Whose Giving” (HWB 383) or “Now
Thank We All Our God” (HWB 86).

Scripture reading: Read Psalm 1 aloud in the
New International Version.

Prayer:

Gracious God, all of life is a gift from you.
All we are finds its source in your creative
Spirit.

Dispel the darkness of our selfish ambition,
our quest to lord it over others,
our lust for the things of this world.

Leader: Tips for

leading the sessions Enable us to use our talents, our resources,
are given on page our being
43.

To extend your reign in our world.
Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen

20 « Money and Power



Exploring the topic

Most of us will experience a transition sometime
between our forties and sixties. For some, this
will be a mid-life crisis. But these can also be
wonderful years when we experience stability,
achievement at various levels, and credibility
with our peers.

Something else also begins to take place within
us. Now that we’ve reached many of our goals,
with fewer dreams left to chase, we begin to
consider our mortality. “What difference will it
make that I lived in this world for part of a cen-
tury?” we ask ourselves. “What are the things
that lam doing now that will matter in light of
eternity?”

These musings are often accompanied by
yearnings to be a genuine blessing to those
around us. Freudian scholars describe this as
“king energy.” When we are able to express this
energy appropriately, then our efforts bring
health and life to others. Family, colleagues,
acquaintances—all are strengthened and
blessed by our presence.

A vivid picture of this stewardship of energy
occurs in the book of Ruth. Ruth, a foreign
widow who has returned to Israel with her moth-
er-in-law Naomi, has been gleaning in the fields
of Boaz, seeking ways to support herself and her
mother-in-law. Boaz becomes a provider of
blessing to her.

Read aloud Ruth 3:1-13.

At the point in this story where Ruth makes plain
her intention to Boaz, she makes a curious
request: “Spread your cloak over your servant,
for you are next-of-kin.”

Money and Power ¢ 21
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This simple sentence reveals layers of cultural
practice. When a man died without fathering a
son in Ancient Near Eastern culture, the man’s
closest brother or relative was expected to marry
the widow so that she might bear a son. This
son, then, became the descendant of the dead
man, not the descendant of the biological father.
All of the dead man’s estate passed to the son.

Furthermore, if the man who died was also poor
(as was the case with Ruth’s husband), then the
next of kin was expected to share his estate with
the boy, so that the dead man’s lineage could
continue. In such a system, one’s power and
wealth could be referred to as a “cloak” or
“skirt.”

So on that threshing floor when Ruth startled a
sleeping Boaz by uncovering his legs (probably
a euphemism for “genitals”), she was requesting
that Boaz spread his wealth and procreative
powers over her.

The sensuality of this scene notwithstanding,
what Ruth requested was a serious financial

matter for Boaz. To his credit,and apparently
without hesitation, he immediately agreed to

grant her request.

“And now, my daughter, do not be afraid,” Boaz
responded, “I will do for you all that you ask, for
all the assembly of my people know that you are
a worthy woman.” In the phrase “my people,”
Boaz signals that although Ruth is a foreigner,
he will be an advocate for her, using all the
power and influence at his disposal. Boaz is
willing to reward her because of her impeccable
morality. In so doing, he does not hesitate to risk



the wealth of his estate. However, there is first

the matter of a closer next of kin to be consid-

ered.

Read aloud Ruth 4:1-6.

The scene at the village gate (where legal trans-

actions occur) is delicious in its drama . First, the

next of kin, whose name may be understood

with the derisive “so-and-so,” stops at the

assembly of village elders gathered by Boaz.
Boaz tells the next of kin about a field belonging
to Naomi and points out that the next of kin has

first chance at “redeeming” it.

The man is eager to acquire more property and

agrees to purchase it. Now Boaz tests the man’s

integrity. He explains that there is a young

Moabite woman who also belongs to Naomi
and thatthe woman must go with the field. The

hapless man is caught. He knows that if he buys
the field, he will have to divide his estate with
any son born to Ruth. Sheepishly he changes

Food for thought 1: Ruth’s grit

The book of Ruth is a hymn of praise
to the faithfulness of one young
Moabite woman. As a widow with no
man to provide for her in this Ancient
Near Eastern world, Ruth chose a
dangerous course for her life. She
would leave the relative security of
her homeland and family and accom-
pany her mother-in-law back to
Naomi’s hometown of Bethlehem in
Israel. When Naomi objected, Ruth
declared, “Your people shall be my
people, and your God my God”
(1:16b ).

As an old widow beyond childbear-
ing age, there was no safety net for
Naomi; starvation would be the likely
result of the journey alone to Israel.
On the other hand, the young and
attractive widow Ruth would be vul-
nerable to mistreatment by young
men wishing to make sport of her,
especially since she was a foreigner.
But Naomi’s only hope for survival
was for Ruth to marry and have a
son. The story of Ruth is one of self-
lessness and faithfulness. She was
willing to give her life and procreative
powers to ensure that the old woman
Naomi would live.
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his mind, so he turns to Boaz and says, “Take
my right of redemption yourself.” Boaz does.

This transaction at the village gate, sealed as

usual by the exchange of a sandal, demon-
strates the use of wealth and power at its best.
The mature Boaz, moved by the faithfulness and

moral rectitude of a young, foreign woman,
blessed her by redeeming her into full citizen-

ship in the nation of Israel.

In return for Boaz’s willingness to spread his
cloak over Ruth, God spreads his cloak over

them both. Within three generations, this mar-

riage gives Israel the greatest king in the Old
Testament. Ruth and Boaz become the great

grandparents of King David.

Talking it through
Share in twos: Consider the following questions,

which are designed to help you move from

analysis of the Boaz story to openness about

your life and focus on the way you use your

wealth and power today.

Food for thought 2: To share is to bless

To be blessed by another man—and
to share in another man’s power—
can be an enriching and energizing
experience. It happened to me in

1995 at the conclusion of the joint ses-
sions of the General Conference
Mennonite Church (GC) and the
Mennonite Church (MC) in Wichita,
Kansas.

Delegates at that session had just
voted to explore joining these two
groups. As I was preparing to leave, I
met Vern Preheim, a key leader in the
merger discussions, at the elevators
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of the Broadmore Hotel. “Lorne,” he
said, “I want you to know that I
believe the MC delegates voted for
integration in large part because of
your work and your support as editor
of Gospel Herald.”

In that moment, I experienced incred-
ible blessing, not only from Vern, but
also through Vern from God. Vern’s
generosity taught me thatItoo can
share the power God has given me. It
is in that sharing that I can bless and
be a blessing to other men.— Lorne



1. Which qualities of Boaz do you see in each
other, or in another man in your group, or in
someone else you know?

2. Share with each other times in your life when
you feel you responded in a Boaz-like way.

3. Share about the opportunities you see in your
life today where you could be a Boaz but
worry about the risk to your wealth and influ-
ence.

Share with the larger group as you feel free:
What have you learned about yourself through
the story of Boaz? What have you learned about
your discussion partner(s). This discussion
should be open but not violate confidences or
go beyond the comfort level of the persons
involved.

After all have had the opportunity to share, the
leader leads in a group prayer, citing the specif-
ic examples that were shared and asking God’s
blessing on each person.

Closing

Have one member read Psalm 1:1-3 aloud, with
the group responding “Blessed is the Man” after
each verse.

Song: “Forth in Thy Name” (HWB 415) or anoth-
er appropriate closing.
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Leader: Tips for
leading the sessions
are given on page
43.

26 * Sex

Session 4
Sex

Sexuality is a gift of God. Like many of God’s
gifts it can be corrupted by misuse, or it can be
a source of true joy when celebrated as God
meant it to be, within a faithful marriage
covenant.

Opening worship

Song: “For the Beauty of the Earth” (HWB 89)—
first four verses only.

Meditation exercise:

Relax in your chair, close your eyes, and take
several deep breaths. Then listen as one person
reads Song of Solomon 7:1-12. During the read-
ing let your imagination run. At the end of the
reading, silently ponder these questions:

e What happened in your mind and in your
body during this reading?

e How do you feel about the fact that such
explicit sexual imagery comes from the Bible?

* Is sexa gift from God for which you are
thankful? Or is it a part of your life that caus-
es more anxiety and frustration than joy?

Prayer:
Come, O Holy Spirit, O Sanctifying Spirit,
fill our hearts,
fill our lives



with the feel of your fiery presence,
so thatall we do,
all that we are,
comes from you within us
Amen.

—from Woman Wisdom, by Miriam T. Winter. Copyright ©
1991. All rights reserved. Used with permission of The
Crossroad Publishing Company, New York.

Exploring the topic

No doubt about it, the fires of sexuality still burn
for middle adult men (40-60). For some, it may
be without the wild abandon we once knew in
our youth. Others of us are well aware of our sex
drive well into mature adulthood —increasing, if
not in frequency, at least in intensity.

Whether we are with those who find themselves
thinking less about sex than in their youth, or
with those who have an intensified desire for
sexual expression, one thing is certain: As
Christian men we are faced with temptations
related to sex. Being a man of fidelity and purity
has never been easy, but in our North American
culture today, obsession with sex brings with it
many opportunities to turn from God’s will and
follow the path of sin.

All of us can do stupid things to prove to our-
selves that we are still virile or to secure the
adventures we want. We might titillate ourselves
by venturing into adult bookstores or onto
pornography Web sites. We might feed our fan-
tasy life by visiting a shopping mall or other
public place and amuse and arouse ourselves
with flirta tion.

Sadly, some men need to prove to themselves
that they still have sexual prowess. Others may

Sex o 27



28 » Sex

be looking for sexual adventure and find attrac-
tion in the forbidden. Too often both groups end
up having an illicit affair like King David.

Read aloud 2 Samuel 11:1-5.

It was spring. David was rejoicing in the victory
that his army had over the Ammonites. His men
had besieged the enemy town of Rabbah.

After a fine afternoon nap, David walked along
the roof of his palace. His eyes happened onto
the beautiful Bathsheba bathing herself on her
rooftop. The text is careful to point out that her
menstrual period was over; David would have
recognized the ritual of purification and perhaps
assumed this was the time in her cycle for safe
sex.

Bathsheba may have been bathing innocently
on that rooftop, or she may have been practic-
ing the same adroit moves we see later in her
life (see sidebar 1). Regardless, David could not
resist the temptation before him. As monarch, he
held the power, and Bathsheba responded,
whether from fear or from desire. David invited
her to his palace, had sex with her, and then
arranged to have her husband killed and to
cover up the affair by marrying Bathsheba.

When the innocent boy born of their illicit liaison
died, David grieved this loss as God’s punish-
ment for his actions. He fasted and prayed to
save the boy’s life. But when God ignored his
pleas, David accepted his punishment without
complaining or making excuses for himself. He
knew he deserved the punishment that came his
way.



Read aloud 2 Samuel 12:15b-25.

As men, it’s easy for us to identify with David’s
drive for sex. While we may not have taken the
actions David did, we can understand how he
came to them. David saw a beautiful woman
bathing, invited her to his place for a one-night
stand, and then sent her home. He apparently
had never met her before the day they had sex.
Their initial relationship was not a personal one
that eventually flowered into appropriate physi-
cal contact. Their relationship on the first day of
their acquaintance was similar to the promiscu-
ity today’s television shows and movies attempt
to titillate us with.

Despite all this, however, God allowed the rela-
tionship to flourish. After their firstborn (and
unnamed) son died, David consoled Bathsheba
with sex that apparently had God’s approval. At
least the Bible tells us God loved the second son
that this union produced (v. 24).

While we must be careful in how we interpret the
David and Bathsheba story, it does show us
what happens when sexual energy is used for
selfish and immoral purposes: sin and death. At
the same time, sexual energy used in right rela-
tionship produces consolation, joy, and creativi-
ty. The fruit of David and Bathsheba’s second,
righteous, relationship was King Solomon, the
second most important king in the Old
Testament.

As Christian men, we need to covenant with
each other not to follow our sexual temptations
into an illicit affair as David did. And we need to
ask ourselves and each other: When could our
sexual adventures and the fruits of our passions
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end in sin and death , and when do they end in
blessing an important relationship in our lives?

Pornography, sexually explicit jokes or stories,
flirtation, hours spent weaving fantasies into
hopes for reality, even contact that is physically
arousing but stops short of intercourse —all
these are issues for which we need to set bound-
aries for ourselves as followers of Jesus Christ.
We must be accountable to God, to ourselves,
and to each other for the ways in which we use
and express our sexual desires.

Talking it through

Discussing the issues raised in this session may
be difficult for men in your group, particularly if
they do not know each other well. Begin by pon-
dering individual answers to the following
questions:

1. What is your reaction to the story of the affair
David and Bathsheba affair? Does it elicit
disgust? Sorrow? Or do you find yourself

Food for thought 1: Bathsheba’s legacy

Later appearances by Bathsheba The last time we see Bathsheba (1
suggest that she was an intelligent Kings 2), she is the Queen Mother
woman fully engaged in the world and, as such, responsible for King
around her. In 1 Kings 1, Bathsheba Solomon’s harem. In this episode,
played a key role in Solomon’s dra- Bathsheba adroitly carries a mes-
matic succession to the throne. In that sage to Solomon that would immedi-
setting, in collaboration with the ately get Solomon’s most powerful
prophet Nathan (the same prophet rival killed! Somehow, Bathsheba
who first condemned David’s illicit manages to show up at the most
affair with her), the two skillfully important moments in the dynastic
manipulated the dying King David to succession of Israel’s kings.

anoint Bathsheba’s son Solomon to Consequently, she became the most

succeed him as king.
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important wife of ancient Israel’s
greatest king and mother to its wis-
est.



envying David just a bit for his adventure that
did not completely estrange him from God in

the long run? Why do you have whatever your

reaction is?

2. What is the role of sexual fantasy in your life?

How do you control it? What about masturba-

tion?

3. Overall, do you find your sexuality a joyous

part of who you are, or does it cause you
more anxiety and distress than joy?

4. What do you want to do differently in your

Food for thought 2: Confessing our sins to each other

In my work as a spiritual director, I
have learned thatissues about sex
will inevitably come up when one
talks to men about their relationship
with God. For example, one man
needed to talk about something that
had been troubling him for more than
twenty-five years.

“After my wife and I were married,”
he told me, “we became friends with
another couple interested in ‘open
marriages, a concept common in the
anti-establishment 1960s. This couple
gave us books to read and told us
they would be interested in such an
arrangement with us.”

My friend’s wife was not interested,
but he was attracted to the other
woman and heavily tempted by the
forbidden offered through such an
adventure. “When my wife found out
about my lack of faithfulness, she
was devastated,” the man said. He
described what happened as “a holo-
caust for our relationship.”

Although intercourse was not
involved, it did include the inappro-
priate fondling and kissing. “That
was clearly a violation of my mar-
riage covenant,” my friend confessed
to me. “It not only hurt my wife, but it
permanently damaged our relation-
ship with that couple.”

“I've not been able to confess this to
anyone before,” my friend said. For
twenty-five years, he held on to that
sin—far too long to wait for confes-
sion. But there was nowhere in the
church he felt safe to reveal his secret
and come clean before God.

With sexual sin, men need to do more
than just confess to God. While that
is an important step, too often we do
not realize God’s forgiveness or for-
give ourselves until we have unbur-
dened ourselves to another. “Confess
your sins to one another,” James
writes (5:16). These must include our
sexual sins.— Lorne
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sexual life as the result of having studied the
story of David and Bathsheba?

Break into the dyads, preferably those formed

earlier. In turn, pick one question from the list

above that you are comfortable discussing with

your partner. If you are not comfortable with
these questions, talk about why.

After 15-20 minutes of discussion in dyads, gath-

eragain in the larger group and share as you
feel free. What have you learned through the
story of David and Bathsheba? What do you
want to do differently in your life? This discus-

Food for thought 3: What about solo sex?

Likely the most common but least
talked aboutissue related to sex is
masturbation. If folklore is to be
believed, 99 per cent of men say they
do it, and the other 1 percent lie!
While that perception may be more
an attempt at justification than a
description of reality, one thing is cer-
tain: masturbation is a subject men
find difficult to talk about.

Yet we need to do so. When Lorne
edited With magazine for youth in the
early 70s, he ran an article titled,
“What About Masturbation?” The let-
ters he received in response were the
most he ever received on one topic in
thirty years of editing in the Menno-
nite church. Clearly men of all ages
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wanted to talk about the issue and its
effect on their lives.

We have found that when men are
really honest with each other about
their sexuality, the subject of mastur-
bation usually finds its way into the
conversation. Talking about this issue
is one way we come to a resolve what
role, if any, masturbation has in our
lives. Do we believe, for example, that
masturbation is a gift from God to
help us manage our sexual drives?
Or do we identify the practice with
the hidden faults and secret sins that
get mentioned in prayers and ser-
mons?

Each of us must come to our decision
about masturbation. We do so, first of
all, in prayer. But we believe that this
subject must also be part of what
gets discussed in an honest spiritual
companionship in which both men
seek to know God better.



sion should be open but not violate confidences
or go beyond the comfort level of the persons
involved.

Closing

Read together these selected verses from
Genesis 1:27-31 (from the New Living
Translation):

God created people in his own image;

God patterned them after himself’

male and female he created them.

God blessed them and told them,

“Multiply and fill the earth....”

Then God looked over all he had made,

And he saw that it was excellent in every
way.

Sit together in a period of silent meditation and
prayer. After three or four minutes, invite those
who wish to pray short audible prayers.

Song: If All You Want, Lord.” (HWB 512) If the
tune is unfamiliar, the leader may want to read
the hymn to the group.
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Leader: Tips for
leading the sessions
are given on page
43.
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Session 5
Family

It is through family that both our DNA and our
values are passed on to the coming generations.
Our families have special meaning, however,
when we see our true worth and value as com-

ing from God and the family of faith.

Opening worship
Song: “Lord of the Home” (HWB 490).

Think about your brothers:

Look around the room ateach one present.
Visualize every person as a sibling in your fami-
ly of origin. This is what it means for us each to
be a child of God. The true family to which a
Christian belongs is a spiritual one, not a bio-
logical one. The families into which we were
born and the families in which we live now are
not the ones to which we owe final allegiance.
Jesus calls us into a spiritual family, and that
calling influences the way we relate to the bio-
logical families we are a part of.

Prayer:

God of love and justice,
we long for peace within and peace

without.

We long for harmony in our families,
for serenity in the midst of struggle,
and for commitment to each other’s

growth.



We long for the day when our homes
will be a dwelling place for your love.

Yet we confess that we are often anxious;
we do not trust each other,
and we harbor violence.
We are not willing to take the risks
and make the sacrifices that love
requires.

Look upon us with kindness and grace.

Rule in our homes and in all the world;
show us how to walk in your paths,
through the mercy of our Savior. AMEN

—from HWB 696

Exploring the topic

As we reach middle age, many of us begin to
think of posterity. If we have children, we
become aware that it is through them that our
DNA will remain in humankind’s gene pool.
Some of us have adopted children; they carry
into future generations the values and convic-
tions we have taught them. Some of us are sin-
gle; still we seek to leave our mark through our
relationships with the next generations through
mentoring and teaching. Some essence of our-
selves will continue on after we are gone.

Abraham knew about the importance of chil-
dren. In Abraham’s Ancient Near Eastern world,
the worst fate that could befall a man was to die
without children —especially sons. The best fate
would be to have children and grandchildren
too numerous to count. Well into his mature
years, little mattered to Abraham as much as
the fact that he was poor in posterity. Abraham
and his beloved wife Sarah grieved that their
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lineage apparently would not be carried on.
However, in their older years, God gave them a
son, Isaac, and through Isaac, they learned
much about what family ultimately means.

Read aloud Genesis 21:1-4, 8.

Isaac was born to Sarah, who once had
laughed at the first thought of her elderly womb
conceiving and bearing a child (Gen. 18:1-15).
Sarah too was vindicated in the eyes of her con-
temporaries when she finally gave birth.

Just as for Abraham, our families are us. Many
of us have weathered years of ups and downs
with our own beloved Sarahs. The children that
spring from this companionship carry the
essence of our existence. They often define a

ma jor portion of who we are. Our children look
and act so much like us that it scares and some-
times embarrasses us. They reveal to the whole
world some things about ourselves that we
would prefer to keep hidden. They represent (re-
present) us to the world.

But families are not the end-all of life with God.
In fact, family can become more important than
God. When that happens, God may test our pri-
orities. He tested Abraham, and Abraham’s
response has been celebrated for millennia as a
model of faithfulness.

Read aloud Genesis 22:1-3,9 -12.

Child sacrifice was common to the religions sur-
rounding Abraham in this Ancient Near Eastern
world. It was the most radical kind of firstfruits
offerings: the sacrifice of the fruits of one’s own
loins.



God asked Abraham to give up the one thing
that he loved most: himself. Did Abraham love
God more than he loved his “self” that would be
passed along through young Isaac to his

descendants? To his eternal credit, Abraham

loved God so much that he was willing to give

up his only begotten son. Because of this inci-

dent, the children of Israel would never again

countenance such a practice in their religious

activities.

Thousands of years later, of course, this same

God so loved the world that he gave up his only
begotten son (John 3:16). Through Jesus’ death
on the cross, God demonstrated that he was

willing to give us more than he ever expects of
us. Through this act, which demonstrated God’s

radical love and devotion toward us, those who

believe in Jesus become God’s posterity and
part of God’s family. At times, we are called to

choose between our biological family and God’s

family.

Food for thought 1: Brothers in the family of God

As a boy, [ was enamored with the
Passover story for ignoble reasons. |
was the second born in a family of six
children, and I very much felt my sec-
ondary status. I knew that my father
had been the firstborn in his family
as had my mother in hers. My sec-
ondary status was evident all around.
Then one day in Sunday school,
while we were studying the Exodus 12
story, [ suddenly deduced that if the
Egyptian Passover came again, my
father, my mother, and my older
brother would be gone and I would
be in charge!

My sense of disenfranchisement as a
second born was so strong thatIeven
struggled with the fact that Jesus was
God’s firstborn. The experience in my
family of origin was such thatI won-
dered if God would ever value me as
much as others. I was literally jealous
of Jesus.

But the day I was baptized, my sec-
ondary status changed for me. My
father offered me a new way of
understanding the family of God. He
said to me, “I may still be your earth-
ly father, but in the church we are
brothers now with the same heavenly
father.”— Everett
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Read aloud Mark 3:31-35.
This leads us to the question of family. Is our

biological family more important than our faith
in God? Is the family we sired (or wish we could
sire) more important than the family of God cre-
ated by God’s Isaac-sacrifice of Jesus? What
does it mean to be so faithful that we are will-

ing,even, to move our family members and their
needs to second priority? If God is calling us to

give up this most sacred part of our lives, would
we respond as Abraham did?

Talking it through
Break into dyads (preferably those formed ear-

lierin the previous sessions) and work together
on the following questions:

1. How important is posterity to you? What

examples from your life can you give about

how its importance affects how you live and
the things you do?

Food for thought 2: Firstfruits of the loins

In our world, body piercing and tat-
toos are still considered by many to
be signs of the counterculture.. In
Abraham’s Ancient Near Eastern
world, when the rite of circumcision
came with the covenant between
Abraham and God as described in
Genesis 17, this practice would also
have been viewed as counterculture.

Abraham’s world floated on a cash-
less economy. Aman’s wealth was
measured by the number of children,
wives, servants, and flocks that he
accumulated. Consequently,a man’s
ability to create life out of his loins
was his real power and the source of
his wealth. These ancients believed
that the sperm carried the seed ofa
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human being and the womb was sim-
ply the garden into which the seed
was planted. Aman’s genitals were,
indeed, the family jewels.

The covenant of circumcision that
God made with Abraham, then, cen-
tered on the core of Abraham’s exis-
tence, success, power, and wealth.
Through this practice, Abraham and
his descendants literally gave the
first piece of themselves and their
most important asset to God. In this
way, God received the firstfruits of a
man’s reproductive power, and all
subsequent fruit of his loins was then
under God’s blessing.



2. What is your response to the story of God
asking Abraham to sacrifice Isaac? How
would you respond were you asked to do
something similar?

3. Circumcision is no longer required of the chil-
dren of God. But how do you give back to
God the firstfruits of who you are?

4. Are there areas of your life or ways in which
you have had to put the family of God before
your family of origin?

After twenty to thirty minutes in dyads, gather as
a larger group and as you feel comfortable,
share what you have learned about yourself and
your view of family. What is the growing edge
for you in relating to your family? To God?

Closing

This marks the end of this study on issues that
matter to men. Take some time to reflect on what
you have learned. What goals have you set for
yourself as the result of this study?

What have you learned about spiritual compan-
ionship? What are some highlights of the time
you spent listening, praying, and attending to
the needs of another. Were you able to form last-
ing spiritual companionships? What are next
steps you would like to take?

Take time to pray for each other in the group.
Song: “For the Beauty of the Earth” (HWB 89).
Closing prayer:

God of community,
whose call is more insistent
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than ties of family or blood;
may we so respect and love

those whose lives are linked with
ours

that we fail not in loyalty to you,

but makes choices according to your
will,

through Jesus Christ. Amen

—From HWB736



Ieader’s Guide

How to use this booklet

This booklet is designed so thateach partici-
pant can have his own copy. The book should
be used for participation in the group (for exam-
ple, the responsive readings and discussion
questions), and for personal reflection and
growth between sessions. As leader, encourage
the men to read the session articles ahead of
time, and to bring their books to the sessions.

Later in this leader’s section there are notes for
leading each session. Pay special attention to
the introductory session, because it requires that
you tailor the booklet material to your group. For
sessions 2-5, be sure to check the individual ses-
sion notes below, as well as the following hints
on the flow of the sessions:

Opening and closing worship

You will likely want to adapt the opening wor-
ship and closing exercises to fit the needs of
your group. If you are not a singing group, you
may want to use the words of the hymns in some
other way, or use other appropriate openings.
Have hymnals available as appropriate.

Exploring the topic
If the men do notread the material ahead of
time, you should be prepared to present the con-
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tent of the articles to the men as a lead-in to the
section, “Talking it through.” The articles are
short enough that you may read them aloud
together. Ideally, however, the material should
be read ahead of time, or should be presented
more informally than simply reading it.

Thinking it through: dyads and close-to-home
conversation

The sessions often call the group to break into
dyads for sharing. We also encourage men to
remain in the same dyad through all the ses-
sions, so that they can begin to experience the
benefits of spiritual companionship. However,
you must discern how far your group is ready to
go with the use of dyads. If your group does not
know each other well, dyads may feel threaten-
ing to some when they are asked to talk more
personally about themselves.

You are encouraged to push outthe group’s
comfort zones, but don’t force it. If your group
does not feel ready to try dyads, ask them to
meet in groups of three or four and/or to talk
less personally about the same issues. This is
better than no discussion at all. However, as the
sessions continue, you may challenge them to
be bolder in their sharing. Also, if some want to
meetin dyads and others do not, consider hav-
ing a “two-track” system, with some dyads, and
some larger groups.



Notes for individual sessions

Session 1: Getting Our Bearings

We suggest that you use this session primarily as
a get-to-know-you time, especially if you have not
been together as a group before. Try meeting
together over a meal—a barbecue,or ata restau-
rant. Take plenty of time to have participants
share a little about their work, their family, and
their faith journeys. Then take about thirty min-
utes for the more formal part of the gathering:

The agenda is short, but very important. Your
tasks are:

1. Introduce one of the main goals of this study:
to learn to talk about men’s issues in a safe,
Christian environment, and in so doing, to
grow as disciples of Jesus Christ.

2. Review the main topics coming up in the next
four sessions.

3. Introduce spiritual companionship. Here,
present the material in the introductory chap-
ter. Ask the men to react to the idea of spiritu-
al companionship. What are the barriers?
What could be the benefits? How ready are
they to risk such a relationship?

4. Encourage men to find a conversation partner
for the next studies. Explain that these dyads
may be experienced differently in the group.
Some may evolve into a more mature spiritu-
al companionship. Some may not work from
the beginning, and may need to be reconfig-
ured early on. Some may be fine for the next
four sessions, then motivate the men to find
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spiritual companionship with friends other
than their initial partner.

You will need to be flexible and sensitive to the
group’s comfort zone. Do not force the dyads on
the men. If, your presentation on spiritual com-
panionship doesn’t break down any reserve the
men have, you may need to conduct the study
relying on discussion groups of three or four
men, rather than dyads.

After you have decided how to structure your
conversation groups, close the gathering with a
time of prayer, asking God to guide your group
as they grow spiritually through this experience.

Session 2: Friendship

Opening worship: Guided prayer is a meditative
exercise of the imagination, in which partici-
pants open themselves to God’s activity in their
hearts. To do this well, you should invite each
man to sit comfortably and relax with eyes
closed and minds attentive. Read the paragraph
slowly, allowing pauses between each clause so
that the picturescan fix themselves in the minds
of the men. Finish with a time of silent prayer
before going on to read Psalm 133.

Encourage the men to read the entire book of
Ruth in preparation for Session 2. It takes about
fifteen minutes in one setting.

Session 3: Wealth and Power

While participants are encouraged to read the
chapters before every session, it may be espe-
cially important for the next session (Session 4),
which is on sex. Remember to announce this in



the session—perhaps at the beginning, and
again atthe end as a reminder.

Session 4: Sex
Remember to create a relaxed atmosphere for
the meditation exercise in the opening worship.

As we indicated in the chapter, sexuality can be
a hard topic to talk about ata deep level—espe-
cially if we have experienced personal broken-
ness in this area. However, if that is the case,
enormous growth and healing can come if we
can become free to talk about it with trusted
mentors and friends.

We have tried to make the discussion time easier
by asking thateach dyad choose only one topic
for discussion, according to their comfort level.
Emphasize that it is their choice, and that they
also have the option of not sharing with each
other on the topic and may, instead, discuss
what it is that keeps them from discussing it

Session 5: Family

Since this is the final session, you may wish to
take some time, either at the end of this session,
or in an extra session, to summarize what you
have learned and to plan next steps. Consider
using the other booklets in the Closer Than a
Brother Series as they are released. (call Faith &
Life Resources at 800 743-2484 for more informa-
tion), or developing your group through the
resource Momentum,available from Mennonite
Men (316 283-5100; 722 Main, Newton, KS
67117-0347. Website: www.mennonitemen.org).
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Many Christian men today are looking for opportunities to walk
with peers as they ponder key life issues. Macho talk in the
locker room or political discussions at lunch just arent nurturing
their souls. The study series, Closer Than a Brother, helps men
go deeper in their life with God through men's groups and
accountable relationships in the church family.

What Really Matters

Conversation Starters for Men

What Really Matters is the first of a series of booklets that
foster discussion and spiritual growth for men. It begins with
an introductory session in which a group of men get to know
each other and consider the importance of spiritual growth
through accountable relationships. The rest of the book
provides material for four sessions in which men gather to
worship, reflect on a biblical story, and talk with each other
about four key life issues: friendship, money and power, sex,
and family relationships. The goal of the sessions is that men
grow in their understanding of themselves, become more
faithful in their lives, and experience God.

Everett J. Thomas and ]. Lorne Peachey have enjoyed a
years-long spiritual companionship, and together have led
workshops on men's spirituality. Thomas is editor of The
Mennonite, the magazine of Mennonite Church USA, and lives
with his wife Barbara in Goshen, Indiana. Lorne, a veteran
editor in the Mennonite Church, is vice president of marketing
for Mennonite Financial Federal Credit Union. He lives in
Scottdale, Pennsyl-vania, with his wife Emily.

Faith & Life ISBN 0-83E51-9216&8-4
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