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Whoever you are, no matter how lonely, 
the world offers itself to your imagination, 

calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting 
over and over announcing your place 

in the family of things. 
~~Mary Oliver 

 

Taking Flight:  
Do you ever want to run away? 

By Dr. W. Craig Gilliam 

  
Love never fails. . . 

~~I Corinthians 13 

 
The awakening is 
to transformation, 
word after word. 

~~Denise Levertov 

 
 
 

A dojo is a miniature cosmos where we make contact with ourselves—our fears, anxieties, 
reactions, and habits.  It is an arena of confined conflict where we confront an opponent who is 
not an opponent but rather a partner engaged in helping us understand ourselves more fully. 

~~Joe Hyams 

 

After working with a group in conflict, a participant comes to me adamantly 
opposed to something I say, or at least something he interprets that I say.  He seems 
angry, accusatory and irrational; there is no space for conversation1. Something in 
me is saying, “Take flight, run away, don’t stay and listen to this.”  
 
At times, we as ministers want to run away. It is the flight part of the fight, flight or 
freeze deeply ingrained in our bodies and our past. It is our protection, an 
evolutionary momentum and a biological memory deep in the human body that 
allowed our ancestors to survive to another day and bequeath to us, generations 
later, this day.  

                                                         
1 The space had closed for conversation in part because in reacting to him, my inner space had closed 
up.  In other words, I had to take some responsibility for what happened and the space that closed 
between us and can’t blame him for all of it.  
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What is the instinct to run away, to flee, to take flight? 
Does it serve a purpose? If so, what is its purpose? This 
essay offers musings about taking flight as a human 
reaction to threatening situations, real or imagined.   
 
Our brains are wired to process incoming information 
through the amygdala, which puts information through a 
test for threats and opportunities. Once a circumstance is 
identified as threatening, real or imagined, the fight, flight 
or freeze reaction is triggered. All kinds of physiological 

responses engage, which cause a plethora of physiological and psychological 
reactions throughout the body. Because this musing is specifically on flight, we will 
leave pondering the other reactions for another article. 
 
To want to run away is an essence of being human. It transforms any staying 
through the transfigurations of choice. To think about fleeing from circumstances, 
from a conflict, marriage, relationship, work, a ministry or congregation is part of 
the conversation itself and helps us understand the true distilled nature of our own 
reluctance.  
 
In some congregations, I see both parishioners and clergy want to run away.  Some 
heed to the instinct, others take a breath and move to another place within while 
staying where they are.  We all have default reactions to stress/anxiety. Flight or 
running away can be one of those reactions as can fight and freeze. Becoming clear 
about our default reactions is essential inner work if we are to be effective leaders.  
 
In martial arts during kumite (sparring), when a partner or opponent attacks, the 
instinct is to withdraw or back away. As one gets to higher levels in the art, one 
learns at times, it is an appropriate strategy to get distance, but at other times it is 
better to do what my Sensei calls “attack the attack” or move into it. An important 
way of being in the art is to be fully present and focused, where one is without 
distraction. As a result, the trained instinct knows when to instruct the body to back 
away and when to move into another’s attach and redirect the energy. It is about 
harmony of the inner and outer. In a split second after years of training, the body 
knows what it needs to do in those instances apart from our thoughts to yield the 
best outcome. If one has to think about what to do, it is too late. One simply has to 
trust the body and trained instincts to know; thus, presence, focus, positive training, 
repetition, conditioning and response, in contrast to fear, lack of focus and the 
reptilian reactions, drive one’s response. 
 
I can imagine Jesus in more than one instance of his life wanting to run, wanting to 
hide, wanting it all to go away. In the garden praying, Jesus says, “let this cup pass.” I 
wonder if in this prayer Jesus’ is struggling with his desire to run, not to be where he 
is and his uncertainty about how to be present in such a difficult situation? In this 
context Jesus faces an existential question calling for a choice. Sometimes love 

http://www.fotosearch.com/CSP990/k11232988/
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means to flee; sometimes it means to stand where we are.  
For Jesus, it is an invitation. Making responsible choices 
and taking responsibility for those choices is central to 
being fully human. Jesus is no stranger to this struggle. As 
the poet comments, “Sometimes, our God is a simple, 
gentle invitation, not a telling word of wisdom.” In this 
context, Jesus knows that running is not the responsible 
choice. God is a gentle, simple invitation. This cup cannot 

pass. Jesus accepts the difficult but necessary bitter path of pain. 
 
Strangely, we are perhaps most fully incarnated as humans when part of us does not 
want to be here, or doesn’t know how to be here. Presence is only fully understood 
and realized through fully understanding our reluctance to show up. To understand 
the part of us that wants nothing to do with the full necessities of work, of 
relationship, of ministry, of doing what is necessary, is to learn humility, to cultivate 
self-compassion and to sharpen that sense of humor essential to a merciful 
perspective of a self or another. 
  
Wanting to run is necessary. Actually running can save our lives at crucial times, but 
it can also be extremely dangerous and unwise, especially in the presence of animals 
that are bigger, faster and more agile than we are; especially when the very act of 
running triggers an aggressive predatory response, or when running exiles us from 
the very circumstances that were about to mature and cultivate our character.  
 
In the wild, the best response to dangerous circumstances is often not to run but to 
assume a profoundly attentive identity, to pay attention to what seems to threaten 
and in that attention, not to assume the identity of the victim. 
  
Through being equal to fierce circumstances, we make ourselves larger than the 
part of us that wants to flee while not losing its protective understandings about 
when it might be appropriate. Besides, there is rarely one discrete identity who 
needs to run. We have many different constituencies inside and out. We are not only 
protectors of a multi-layered self but also of our family and community, of our 
children, of those who are infirm, or temporarily incapacitated, or who simply have 
the wrong perspective.  
 
We decide not to run not only because there are many who would be left behind 
who cannot run as fast as we can, but also because in turning to the source of the 
fear we have the possibility of finding a different way forward, a larger good. By 
turning toward, we move through circumstances, rather than away from them and 
move toward some supposedly safe area where threats no longer occur or at least 
no longer have power over us.   
 
We know intuitively that most of the time we should not run. We should stay and 
look for a different way forward and deeper into. Despite the evolutionary necessity, 
rarely is it good to run away. We are wiser, more present, more mature, more 

http://www.fotosearch.com/CSP992/k14031773/
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understanding when we realize that we can never flee from the feeling of the need 
to run away, but we do not have to act on it when it is a default reaction. 
 

Running, fleeing, walking away,  
closing our eyes as if it will go away if we do not see,  

the first instinct, the reptilian engagement, 
growing out of fear and anxiety. 

In time, through exercise and practice, 
we find other ways, 

other repertoires of response 
in the face of fear. 

 We learn to pause,  
to breath,  

to think and trust the wisdom of the body, 
the insight of the soul, 

the fierce strength of the inner world, 
 who guides us to the confidence we need to know how to be present, how to be still or 

pause, 
how to respond. 

Breath is the less instinctual, courageous way, 
the invitation for creative response, 

that blows over the surface of chaos stirring the waters. 
Out of it, our life of gentle, fierce presence and response surfaces. 

In time, we find what frightens us to be our teacher, 
not wanting to do us harm,  

but protecting us, 
 trying to find her own way; 

inviting us to find this other in ourselves 
who was there all along,  
inviting her out to play. 

 
Prayer: 

God be with us 
 in both our responses and reactions 

our choices to be present, 
our decisions to pause,  

our reactions to run, short breathed and hide! 
Teach us to be and not to be; 

Help us to have a relationship with the ground on which we stand, unknown,  
and the mysterious horizons to which our eyes cast, 

out of which our self ripens,  
slowly, 

 like a fine wine. 
Come as a gentle, simple invitation. 

Amen! 
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Agree or disagree, you are invited into the conversation! 
 

 
Conversation, however, takes time. We need time to sit together, to listen, to worry and dream 

together. As this age of turmoil tears us apart, we need to reclaim time to be together. 
Otherwise, we cannot stop the fragmentation. 

~~Margaret Wheatley 
 

~~ Two ways to engage conflict and differences ~~                                                                                                
By Dr. W. Craig Gilliam 

What is conflict? A person might think that one can’t be in conflict when seeing 
others in an I-Thou way. However, that entirely depends on what one means                       

by the word “conflict.” 

Two people who see each other in an I-Thou way can still disagree with each other’s 
opinions and positions, even strongly. And when such opinions are diametrically 

opposed political ones or around the pastor or around change in worship or 
religious beliefs or on some social issue or some justice issue for examples, the 

stakes can be very high and the tension intense. In such cases, “conflict” certainly 
would be an appropriate way to describe the situation. However, parties that 

remain open to the needs and humanity of those  whose opinions differ from their 

own (I-Thou) have options going forward  that those who have closed off                                
or cut off from others do not. 

When we see others in an I-It way (objects), we end up provoking opposition and 
resistance in others not just because our opinions might oppose theirs, but because 
our very views of others are in opposition. Blaming, horribilizing, playing ourselves 
as the victims, focusing on differences, focusing on weaknesses and focusing solely 

on our own needs, we provoke others to do the same. Then, as we cut-off from them, 
we begin to create and sustain a narrative around their badness, which in turn, often 
implies, consciously or unconsciously, our goodness.  Without staying in connection 

with the other as a person, we no longer have that which allows for alternative 
narratives to the ones we are telling ourselves. This is why destructive conflict 

almost always results when people see others as objects (I-It). We help create the 
very situations we say we dislike. 

. . .the I-Thou relation to God and the I-Thou relationship to one’s fellow human being                     
are at bottom related to each other.                                                                                                                             

--Martin Buber 

 
I arise in the morning torn between a desire to improve (or save) the world and a desire to 

enjoy (or savor) the world. This makes it hard to plan the day. 
~~E.B White 
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Upcoming Opportunities through 
The Center for Pastoral Excellence 

 

Residents in Ministry 
2014-2015 Gathering Dates 

All gatherings are at The Wesley Center, except for the Abbey Retreat. 
All day gatherings are 9:30AM – 3:30PM. 

RIM One 
 8/5-6/2014 – Overnight retreat with the RIM Twos  
        (10:30AM Tues – 1PM Wed) –  
        10:30-11:30 on Tuesday (audit training) 

10/7/2014 
11/4/2014 
12/2/14 
2/3/15 
4/13-15/15 – Abbey Retreat (St. Joseph’s Abbey, Covington) 

 
RIM Two 

8/5-6/2014 –Overnight retreat with the RIM Ones  
    (10:30AM Tues–1PM Wed)  
    10:30-11:30 on Tuesday (audit training)  
10/6/2014 
11/3/2014 
4/13-15/15 – Abbey Retreat (St. Joseph’s Abbey, Covington) 

 
RIM Three: 

8/4/2014 – Bob Carrell, UMF, present that morning. 
4/13-15/15 – Abbey Retreat (St. Joseph’s Abbey, Covington 

 
 

Why call those random paths roads?                                                                                                       

Everyone who walks walks like Jesus on water.                                                                          
~~Antonio Machado (Translated from the Spanish by Richard Jones) 

 

A line of peace might appear 
if we restructured the sentence our lives are making, 

revoked its reaffirmation of profit and power, 
questioned our needs, allowed 

long pauses. . . . 
~~Denise Levertov 
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~~Poetic Meditation~~ 

Variation on a Theme by Rilke                                                                                              
(The Book of Hours, Bk. I, 1)                                                                                                                 

by Denise Levertov 

A certain day became a presence to me;                                   
there it was, confronting me—a sky, air, light:                                                                             

a being.                                                                                                                                             
And before it started to descend                                                                                                           

from the height of noon, it leaned over                                                                                          

and struck my shoulder as if with                                                                                                

the flat of a sword, granting me                                                                                                        

honor and a task. The day's blow                                                                                                        

rang out, metallic—or it was I, a bell awakened,                                                                          
and what I heard was my whole self                                                                                            

saying and singing what it knew: I can. 

 

The Thing About Fear                                                                                                                     
By Mark Nepo                                                                                                       

We try to avoid it, distract ourselves,                                                                                               
even put others in the way. Because it                                                                                           

makes what is necessary seem monumental.                                                                                    
It makes what is needed seem uncrossable.                                                                          
Yet when we stumble over the line, or are                                                                                    

loved over the line, or, in exhaustion,                                                                                                  
fall beyond our pain, what we feared                                                                                             

was a fall to our death turns out                                                                                                     
to have been the next step. 

 

 
 

http://www.fotosearch.com/CSP753/k7537540/
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Do no harm. 
Do good. 

Stay in love with God. 
~~Ruben Job 

 
What is a fear of living? It's being preeminently afraid of dying. It is not doing what you came 

here to do, out of timidity and spinelessness. The antidote is to take full responsibility for 
yourself - for the time you take up and the space you occupy. If you don't know what you're 

here to do, then just do some good. 
~~Maya Angelou 

 

God leads us beside still waters, 
God restores our souls. . . 

~~Psalm 23 

 

If we can be of assistance in any way, please let us know. 
 

Thanks for your ministry! 
 

For more information, please contact: 
Dr. W. Craig Gilliam, Director 

504-250-4046 
wcraiggilliam@hotmail.com 

or  
Linda Gregg, Administrative Assistant 

225-490-0308 
centerforpastoralexcellence@la-umc.org   
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