OPENING HYMN
“All Are Welcome,” verse 3, ELW 641

OPENING PRAYER

Incarnate God, we give thanks today
for the gift of family. We praise you

for the love, support and fellowship
that biological families and families

of choice provide, and for the ways
they reflect your love and grace in our
lives. Deepen our understanding of
family as we study together. Amen.

MATERIALS NEEDED

m Hymnals (ELW)

m Bibles (NRSV)

W scrap paper and pens or pencils
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Where two or
more are gathered.:
Flourishing in
relationships

Session one
Relationships that form us

BY BROOKE PETERSEN

In this three-part Bible study, we will explore
relationships that have formed us, relationships that
sustain us and relationships that push us to grow.
Guided by biblical friendships, family relationships
and kindred bonds, we’ll examine not only what the
Bible has to say about healthy relationships, but also
what we might learn from pastoral and therapeutic
theories about what makes for relationships that
lead to our flourishing.

INTRODUCTION

It is known among therapists that as soon as the It is
known among therapists that as soon as the holidays
start creeping toward us, we will likely receive more
calls than usual looking to see if we have openings.
One could imagine many reasons for this. Holidays
can be stressful, the days grow longer and darker,
and as the new year creeps closer, people often begin
thinking about things that they might want to work
on. Although these things may be part of why many
people reach out for help, they often do so because
they are preparing to spend more time with their
families. Whether they are returning to a childhood
home or gathering around meals through the season,
many people find that being in a family can be hard.
When we are together, long-standing disagreements
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seem to bubble under the surface. Words are
sometimes misunderstood. Tensions can rise as new
people are brought into the family. Families are the
first places where many of us learned what it means
to love and be loved by imperfect people, and they are
also places where many of us carry hurts and harms
that we struggle to heal.

Some of our most beloved Bible stories
involve siblings and the trials and tribulations of
relationships within families. In this study, we will
examine the stories of two sets of siblings—Jacob
and Esau, as well as Mary and Martha—while
considering what we learned in our own families
about relationships. These biblical siblings will help
us explore how our own early family relationships
shape the way we think about everyday relationships
in our lives.

Share aloud or reflect:

1. Families have all kinds of structures.
Some families are made up primarily
of “chosen” people—dear friends and
kindred spirits. Some family members
might live with us, and others might be
spread far. What does your “family”—the
family you come from and the family that
you have now—look like?

2. Describe how you understand who is in
your family and what shape your family
takes.

BIBLICAL FAMILIES

When I teach “Introduction to Pastoral Care” classes
at the Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago, I
assign my students a genogram project. Genograms
use symbols to make a “map” of families. They
indicate specific traits about people in a family and
help us look for patterns that might explain areas

of strength and tension within family systems. The
hope is that as my students look at these maps,

they will learn more about how their family has
impacted the way they approach ministry, both in
the strengths that they bring to their work and in
the areas where they might grow. By starting with
maps instead of interviews, students are often able
to learn more about their families as they talk with
parents, grandparents and siblings. Stories unfold
as they make maps of who had extremely close
relationships and who struggled with others, as well
as who had difficulty keeping a job and who worked
in the same place for their entire life. New ways of
understanding their own families become clear as
they add to their maps children who have passed or
relationships that ended.

Every year, another option for this project is to
explore a particular biblical family, making a map
of the people, tensions and struggles within those
family relationships. Our biblical texts are full of
tense families, including siblings Jacob and Esau,
with their parents Rebekah and Isaac from the book
of Genesis, and siblings Mary and Martha, with
their brother Lazarus, from the gospels.

ARE OUR STORIES ALREADY WRITTEN?
M Read: Genesis 25:19-34

Jacob and Esau are locked in a brewing conflict.
Even their parents, Rebekah and Isaac, are taking
sides. Isaac is the son of Abraham and Sarah.
Rebekah is the granddaughter of Milcah and Nahor,
Abraham’s brother, making Isaac and Rebekah first
cousins, once removed. Rebekah, pregnant with
twins in the ancient world, struggled with what was
likely a scary, difficult pregnancy. In her struggle,
she turned to God, wondering why she was living
when these babies struggled so within her. God
responded with a divine promise: the two who battle
in her womb are two nations who will continue to
fight, even as they grow in years. One baby shall be
stronger than the other, and the younger shall serve
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the elder, an upset of the normal order of things in
the ancient world. This divine prophecy tells us that,
in many ways, the story of these two brothers has
already been written.

Indeed, the brothers’ struggle continues through
the entirety of their relationship. And their story
overturns what was considered the natural, expected
order: the first born is favored with a birthright and
an inheritance, and easily steps into a rightful place
as the patriarch of the family. We know from the
beginning that the dynamics and the order of things
in this family will be more complicated. Jacob is born
grasping the heel of Esau, an allusion to the ways that
Jacob will be a trickster in these stories. Later, in early
adulthood, Jacob is thoughtful and cunning, a man
of the tents, while Esau is a man of the fields, a skilled
hunter who doesn’t think beyond his immediate needs.
And so, when Esau comes back from a hunt famished,
“dying” of hunger, he quickly, without considering the
consequence, sells his birthright to his brother for
nothing more than a bowl of steaming red lentil stew.

Share aloud or reflect:

3. What characteristics were you or others
in your family known for? Were you the
creative one? The sensitive one? The
grumpy one? Did those identities fit? Did
they ever become difficult, uncomfortable
or limiting?

THE FAMILY DRAMA CONTINUES
M Read: Genesis 27

The time has come for Isaac’s death. He has to pass
along his blessing, a continuation of the blessing
God promised to his father Abraham, which passed
from Abraham to Isaac, that he will now pass to his
eldest son. As readers, we already know this will not
be simple story of the continuation of a family line.
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Jacob will live up to his name as a trickster. At the
encouragement of his mother, he will pretend to be
Esau, in order to steal the blessing of his father.
The stage is set for family drama: a mother
wants to advance the cause of her youngest son,
a father is dying, and two brothers have been
suspicious of each other from the beginning. As you
read this chapter, try to make a mental map of these
various threads. We see: an alignment between a
mother and a son, a father anxious to pass along the
blessing before his death, the realization of Isaac and
Esau that they have been tricked, Esau’s sorrow and
grief that there is not enough blessing for him to be
granted even a portion of what he had been sure was
his. There is betrayal, grief, loss, anger and fear.

Share aloud or reflect:

4. What did you learn from your own family
of origin about conflict? When people
disagreed about things big or small,

did they talk with each other or ighore
the conflict? Was conflict welcomed or
something to be feared?

IS RECONCILIATION REALLY POSSIBLE?
M Read: Genesis 33:1-16

Much has happened in the lives of these brothers.
Jacob has fled to escape his brother’s wrath, only

to fall asleep and, in his dreams, learn that God
will continue God’s promises in his life. Jacob will
be blessed with offspring so numerous that “all the
families of the earth shall be blessed in you and in
your offspring,” God says. God further promises: “..1
am with you and will keep you wherever you go and
will bring you back to this land, for I will not leave
you until I have done what I have promised you”
(Genesis 28:14-15). Jacob falls in love with Rachel,
only to be tricked by her father into marrying her
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older sister. The trickster has learned that other
families are complicated too. He will spend 14 years
working for his father-in-law before he is able to
marry his first love, Rachel.

The time comes when Jacob dreams that God is
calling him to come back to his homeland, the land
that is still the home of his brother, Esau. Despite
some middle-of-the-night fleeing and being chased
by his father-in-law, Jacob does eventually end up
back in his homeland, believing in God’s promises.
Imagine Jacob’s surprise to hear that his brother is
advancing toward him with a company of 400 men—
which can only mean that Esau has not softened in
his anger toward Jacob after all these years. Jacob
cries out to God, “Deliver me, please, from the hand
of my brother, from the hand of Esau, for I am afraid
of him; he may come and kill us all, the mothers with
the children!” (Genesis 32:11). Jacob sends gifts and
servants ahead of him, hoping to soften his brother’s
certain rage.

In Genesis 33, we encounter another story of
unexpected reversal. Jacob and Esau meet but their
family reunion isn’t filled with rage but tears. Esau
embraces his brother, marvelling at his children
and wives. Perhaps time has healed the wounds of
their childhood. Something has changed. These two
brothers go on to live near one another, in bordering
kingdoms, until their deaths.

BEYOND TENSIONS
M Read: Luke 10:38-42 and John 12:1-8

Only two gospels, the Gospel of Luke and the Gospel
of John, talk about a family of three siblings named
Mary, Martha and Lazarus. There is no shortage of
commentaries about the story of the sisters hosting
Jesus, often puzzling over what Jesus meant. Are

we supposed to ignore the duties that often fall to
women in families? Is Martha just a caricature of
the over-functioning, frazzled woman who can’t

spend time with her guests because she is too busy
making sure everything is so perfect—completely
missing the point of the party? Or is Mary lazy and
ungrateful, ignoring that one sister is responsible for
some aspects of hosting an honored guest? Who is
the sister we ought to model? These questions have
likely motivated a sermon in your congregation. For
the purposes of this study, however, we will examine
these texts from another lens: What can these short
stories tell us about the relationships between these
three siblings? Rather than trying to figure out who
is right (How many of us have been in the position
of judge or jury in our families?), we will look at
how these siblings interacted with one another and
what tensions were present.

In Luke’s account, we feel the tension that rising
between these two sisters. We miss the presence
of their brother, Lazarus, entirely. Since Jesus is
welcomed into Martha’s house, we can imagine that
she is a woman of some means—perhaps a widow. She
dutifully acts as host, preparing dinner and managing
the tasks of caring for a large group, while Mary, her
sister, sits at the feet of Jesus to listen to him speak.
In John’s gospel, Mary doesn’t just sit at the feet of
Jesus but anoints his feet with costly perfume and
wipes them with her hair. Martha barely receives a
mention, and the tension between the sisters fades to
the background.

Share aloud or reflect:
5. What do you notice about the differences
between these two passages?
6. What stands out about the siblings in
each passage?
M Read: John 11:1-44
Let’s move back one chapter in John’s gospel, to
encounter these siblings before they shared that

evening meal in their home. This passage, commonly
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called the Raising of Lazarus, is likely familiar to
many who have attended church over the years. Here,
Martha takes center stage as she and her sister grieve
the death of their brother, Lazarus. This passage is
rich in faithful confessions, powerful miracles and
liberation from the powers of death.

But what is actually happening between the
sisters? They send a message to Jesus while he is in
Bethany, alerting him that “he whom you love is ill”
(John 11:3). Jesus does not rush to their side, and
we can imagine these two sisters growing in their
anxiety and disappointment, the sicker Lazarus gets,
and the longer Jesus stays away. We can imagine the
two of them at Lazarus’ bedside, as many of us have
found ourselves in hospital waiting rooms, holding
the hands of loved ones as we pray.

When Jesus finally does arrive, it is Martha, not
Mary who rushes to meet him with her cry that if he
had come earlier, her brother would not have died.
It is Martha who returns home and gathers Mary to
tell her that Jesus is calling for her. As they gather
together with Jesus, it is the collective grief of these
two sisters along with all who have come to their
side that moves Jesus to weep with them. Rather
than being at odds, Mary and Martha are joined
together in their sadness, holding on to one another
and speaking to Jesus in the same way: “If you had
been here, our brother would not have died.” Mary
and Martha are still together when Jesus raises
Lazarus from the dead. They are together when
they are commanded to unbind Lazarus from his
burial clothes. One might wonder if this story is not
just about the miracle of the raising of Lazarus, but
the binding together of these siblings, who found
each other in their grief and were able to speak their
deepest hurts and hopes, because they were not alone.

Share aloud or reflect:

7. What kinds of feelings were you able to
share in your family of origin?
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8. Do you remember stories of collective
grief or joy?

ITIS ALL IN THE FAMILY

Families are complex systems. Thinking about
families as systems—where all people have impacts
on all other people in the family—central to family
systems theory. Family systems theory is a popular
way to train ministry leaders to understand the
complex structures of churches, families and groups.
As with any psychological theory, it has limitations.
However, it helps us understand how we might
think about our own families and how they have
shaped us.

Murray Bowen, a psychiatrist, began studying
families in the 1950s. At the time, Bowen’s work was
revolutionary, because he moved away from thinking
about problems as centered in the individual, to
thinking about problems as existing within the
dynamic whole of a family. When I was a PhD
student, my advisor would often teach students to
think about their families as being like a blown-up
balloon. Imagine holding a balloon in your hands.
Now imagine that each member of a family or a
group takes up a separate pocket of air within the
balloon. If something from the outside pushes
against the balloon, the entire shape is forced to
change. Pressure on the top might lead the balloon to
bulge toward the bottom. Pressure on one side might
cause the balloon to grow toward the other. If we
think about our families this way, we can picture how,
when stress and conflict create pressure on one part
of our family, the entire system has to shift.

Take for example, the story of Jacob and Esau.
The impending death of Isaac pushes this family
into an acute crisis. Reactivity is an almost natural
response. Big changes to a family, like a death,
illness or shift in generational leadership, often
cause large reactions within parts of the family.
Rebekah responded to Isaac’s illness with a plot to
move her youngest son into leadership. No one is
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sitting down with Isaac, Rebekah, Jacob and Esau to
wonder how they are all feeling about the transition
in generational leadership. Each plays a part in
responding to the knowledge that great change is
coming to their family, and we can recognize that
they make thoughtless and rash decisions.

Bowen believed that a key process to maintaining
health in our family systems was to learn to be self-
differentiated. Even as anxiety or difficulties arise
within the system, with work, individual members
could learn to respond calmly and non-reactively.

At times, this doesn’t happen easily, but with help,
families facing crises or long-term patterns of anxiety
and tension could learn to manage these ways of
being together. As individuals within the system, they
could also work on their own responses. The key for
Bowen was to find a balance between being separate
and connected, so that all people in a family could
learn to tolerate the feelings that come from being
too emotionally close or too distant from one another.

FAMILIES MATTER

We can gather, from the biblical texts and from
Bowen, that family systems are intensely complex,
just as each person within a family system is
complex. Families involve a complicated web of
people tied to one another, at times acting in ways
they might not fully understand because of how
these systems push on us unconsciously. We all play
a part, whether we find ourselves with a named
identity like Jacob the trickster, or we act within
our familial role like Rebekah the doting mother.
Because family systems remember us, trying to
change within a family can often be quite difficult.

A regular complaint from people who return
home for the holidays is that they end up feeling as
if they have suddenly been transported back to their
adolescence. Even if they’ve been working on new
ways of growing and changing, people often say it
feels as though everyone expects them to act like they

always have. Worst of all, despite their best efforts,
they also find themselves doing what they have
always done!

Share aloud or reflect:

9. Isthere arole you play in your family
(the strong one, the frazzled one, the
planner, the jokester, etc)?

10. Do you ever play that same role
elsewhere? Have you ever tried to
change?

As we consider our families, it can be helpful to
remember that families are also powerful actors

in helping us learn positive, healing lessons about
ourselves and others. Though change is difficult,

and all systems tend to resist significant change, we
can draw on stories of biblical families to help us
recognize the ways that our families also support our
development and growth.

CLOSING PRAYER

Triune God, whose will it is that humans live in
community, bless family life everywhere and fill
all homes with respect, joy, laughter and prayer ...
Empower all family members to live in your grace
and forgiveness, through Jesus Christ our Lord.
Amen. (ELW, p. 83)

CLOSING HYMN
“Let Us Go Now to the Banquet” ELW 523 a2
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Flourishing in
relationships

Session one
Relationships that form us

BY BROOKE PETERSEN

OVERVIEW

Welcome to session one of a three-part Bible study
on flourishing in relationships. We’ll explore how
our families shape us, how we and our loved ones
experience grief, and how relationships change

us. By the end of our study, I hope that you will
have had rich discussions about your families, how
friendships make space for difficult feelings, and
how we can attend to change within relationships.
Each session is meant to help make connections
between biblical texts and your lived experiences.

OPENING AND CLOSING RITUALS

This session can evoke both difficult and tender
stories about one’s family. Have a box of tissues
available for participants to use if needed. Consider
providing paper or small notebooks for participants
to who want to write their thoughts down. Also
consider beginning and ending with a simple ritual
like ringing a bell, taking deep breaths or lighting

a candle. Tell participants that they are welcome to
share as much or as little as is comfortable for them.
Make a covenant together to keep confidential the
lessons and stories shared.

OPTIONAL: MAKE A GENOGRAM

After the study or at another time, consider
gathering to create a genogram. For help, watch
“Creating a Genogram” by the Multicultural
Family Institute at https://www.youtube.com/

18 gEiteTmEyEIMEQy NG/ UNABLST 2025

watch?v=vT-OKSyqY60. Or purchase a $5 geno-
gram creation guide at https://multiculturalfamily.
org/product/genogram-how-to-downloadable-pdf/.
Genograms can take a significant amount of time.
In small groups of two or three, practice creating a
genogram of a biblical, literary or television family.

OPTIONAL: FAMILY JOURNAL
Ask members to respond to these questions:

*  Who were you closest to in your family?

e Who in your family taught you about faith or
God? What do you remember learning from
them about what it means to be a Christian?

* How were you described by others in your
family? Did those descriptions feel true?
How have you stayed the same or changed
over the years?

SHORT STUDY (30-45 MINUTES)

1. Do either the opening prayer or the hymn.

2. Assign each Bible study section to a small
group of two or three participants.

3. Atthe end of the study, ask each participant to
share one thought, question or reflection they
have about family relationships.

4. Do either the closing hymn or prayer.

ALITTLE LONGER (60 MINUTES)
1. Do the opening hymn and prayer.
2. Read through the Bible study. Breaking into
small groups for discussions.
3. Atthe end of the study, reflect on any overall
themes or takeaways.
4. Do the closing hymn and prayer.

LONGER VERSION (2 HOURS)
1. Follow all the steps of the 60-minute version,
but add one optional activity. 3



OPENING HYMN
“All Are Welcome,” verse 4, ELW 641

OPENING PRAYER

Gracious and loving God, as Ruth
clung to Naomi in her sorrow

and loss, we cling to you, our
Refuge and Comforter, in times of
heartache. Make us vessels of your
compassion. Help us to offer solace
and care to those who mourn. Help
us to listen deeply, to share in their
burdens, and to be a reflection of
your care—patient, tender, and full
of mercy. Amen.

MATERIALS NEEDED

® Hymnals (ELW)

m Bibles (NRSV)

m Paper and pens or pencils

m Optional: large paper, notebooks, art
supplies, equipment to show a video
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Where two or
more are gathered.:
Flourishing in
relationships

Session two
Relationships that sustain us

BY BROOKE PETERSEN

INTRODUCTION

When I was first asked to work on this bible study
This Bible study session explores the biblical story
of Naomi and Ruth. These two women held fast to
their relationship in the face of great loss. We'll also
look at how, during seasons of grief and suffering,
we maintain our relationships with others.

When we consider healthy relationships, friend-
ships are often overlooked—eclipsed in cultural
importance by romantic relationships. Yet friend-
ships are often the first relationships outside of family
where we learn important lessons about ourselves.
On the playground and other childhood settings, we
encounter others who delight in us, seek us out, and
tell us that we are important or lovable. Friendships
help us to learn empathy, develop our personalities,
and grow to adulthood. Healthy friendships lead
to healthier romantic relationships. When we have
healthy friendships to rely on, we are more resilient,
less stressed, and more able to work through difficul-
ties in all of our relationships.

Two of the greatest loves of my life are my two
best friends, both of whom I met in seminary. We've
traveled together through first jobs, dating, marriages
and divorces, deaths of parents and a spouse, early



—— Bible study ——

days with children, and new phases of our lives. Our
friendship has taught me how to care for people, how
to grieve with others, and how to hold onto hope
when one of us isn’t sure what the next day may hold.

Of course, friendships are not always easily
found. When they end, this can leave us adrift. A
2023 advisory from the U.S. Surgeon General on the
“epidemic of loneliness and isolation” calls loneliness
“far more than just a bad feeling—it harms both
individual and societal health. It is associated with
a greater risk of cardiovascular disease, dementia,
stroke, depression, anxiety, and premature death.™
Churches can help to alleviate this painful isolation,
toward a kind of holy flourishing for people who are
struggling to find connection.

Just like intimate relationships, friendships
aren’t always forever. Friendships can’t always hold
the intensity of life. Grief and pain can burden any
relationship. Sometimes others aren’t ready to meet
us when life becomes challenging. According to a
recent New York Times article, friendship breakups
“represent an unrecognized kind of grief,” since pla-
tonic relationships are often considered unimportant
in comparison to romantic ones . There is no map
for how to navigate a friendship breakup. For many
people, the ending of a friendship can be something
that they carry for the rest of their lives.

For us, as Christ followers, questions remain.
How do we cultivate not just healthy, but holy friend-
ships? How do we stick around when life becomes
difficult? How do we grieve the ending of a season
of friendship? How do we learn to be holy friends to
others? To start, let’s turn to two women who are well
known for their holy friendship. Their holy friendship
took them on a journey to new lands and new ways
of understanding themselves and their relationships,
allowing them to experience the depth of God’s love.

Share aloud or reflect:

1. Who is the earliest friend you

remember? What attracted you

or brought you together with this
friend? How would you describe your
friendship?

M Read:Ruth1

Ruth promises to stay with Naomi no matter what
the future holds. We often read these promises at
weddings, even though her words reflect the pla-
tonic love of a holy friendship. There is something
beautiful and moving about this holy friendship
between a grief-stricken mother and her daughter-
in-law. Accompanying one another in grief, they
trust that together there is healing. In the end, they
find that God’s faithful promises are woven into our
lives even when we least expect them.

The first chapter of Ruth focuses on Naomi. We
learn that a famine has forced Ruth, her husband
and their two sons to leave Bethlehem for Moab.
Once they settle in Moab, Naomi’s husband dies,
leaving her to rely on her sons for her well-being.
Naomi’s identity as a wife and a mother shifts when
she becomes a widow. All is not lost, as her sons
marry Moabite wives, Orpah and Ruth. For 10 years,
Naomi lives in Moab as a widow, but it would have
been expected for her sons to take her into their own
homes and care for her. Over that decade, Naomi
likely waited for the birth of grandchildren. But
grandchildren do not come. Both of Naomi’s sons die,
leaving her, as she cries out to her daughters-in-law,
empty. Instead of being cared for by her sons in her
widowhood, and by their sons after them, now she
is alone in a world that is not kind to women, in a
land that is not her homeland, without a safety net to
support her.

Many of us have had these moments of waking
up after a loss, with no clue of what the next step
might be. No to-do lists or plans can protect us from
the arms of grief. We find Naomi in this desolate
place. When my best friend’s husband died suddenly
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and tragically, none of us had a map for how to walk
the road of grief together. We’d thought ourselves too
young to face this kind of loss. Although we were all
serving as pastors, learning how to grieve this death
while serving as a leader of a church community was
unknown territory. Naomi’s desolation, fear and grief
are not artifacts of an ancient world, but shared by
many of us today.

When Naomi determines that she must return
to her homeland, Orpah and Ruth, the wives of her
dead sons, follow her. Naomi begs them to return to
their own families. She reminds them that she is too
old to expect a husband or to bear other children.
There is a custom of marrying widows to the nearest
male relative in their late husband’s family. Naomi,
who has felt the “bitterness” of life, begs her daugh-
ters-in-law to leave her to her suffering.

But Ruth won’t leave her. She tells Naomi that
they will be forever tied to one another. So they
return to Bethlehem, where Naomi is recognized
despite her long sojourn in Moab. Yet Naomi tells
people in her homeland that, rather than Naomi,
she to be called “Mara,” meaning “bitter” in Hebrew.
Naomi recognizes that she once was full, with a hus-
band and sons and a life that was protected. Now she
is empty. Her grief becomes her identity. She can’t
imagine that life will ever be full again. While God
never explicitly shows up in the book of Ruth, we get
small glimpses of how people feel God’s absence and,
in later chapters, God’s presence.

Share aloud or reflect:

2.. Are there stories of grief in your life?
Remember that grief can show up with the
loss of a person, with the loss of a relation-
ship, or in a variety of other ways.

3. Intimes of grief, how have you felt God’s
presence or absence?

4. Can you name people who walked with
you in your grief?
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Before we jump ahead to Ruth 4, let’s briefly review
the book’s two middle chapters: Naomi and Ruth
have returned to Bethlehem, and Ruth intends to go
and glean from the edges of a field so that they can
have grain to eat. (Deuteronomic law commanded
that what was left on the edges of the field after a
harvest ought to be saved by landowners for widows
and orphans to harvest on their own.) When Ruth
goes out, she comes upon a field owned by Boaz,

a pillar of the community and a distant relative

of Naomi’s late husband. Ruth is noticed by Boaz,
who wonders why she is gleaning in his field. When
someone identifies her to him, Boaz praises her

for her faithfulness to her mother-in-law. He com-
mands his farmhands to help and not harass her.
Then Boaz invites Ruth to eat and drink and enacts
a faithful promise to her that echoes what Ruth did
for Naomi.

As Luther Seminary Professor Kathryn
Schifferdecker, the Elva B. Lovell Chair of Old
Testament, states in her commentary on the book
of Ruth, “a coincidence is a miracle in which God
prefers to remain anonymous.” In Ruth 2, we see how
faithful and holy friendship begets faithful and holy
friendship. As readers, we can imagine that Ruth
stumbling into Boaz’s field is not mere coincidence,
but the faithfulness of God.

When Naomi hears of Boaz’s kindness to Ruth,
she pushes her to find Boaz and lie down with him.
Though the text is somewhat unclear, we can guess
that Ruth finds Boaz after a particularly rowdy
night, and lies down next to him. When he wakes,
Ruth tells him to “spread his cloak” over her or, as
Schifferdecker writes, to marry her. Boaz sends her
away kindly, promising he will do as she asks.

WHERE YOU GO, | WILL GO
M Read: Ruth 4

As chapter four opens, Boaz is doing some business
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at the city gate with an unnamed next-of-kin who
seeks to purchase the land that is Naomi’s. When
Boaz reminds him that he will also have to take
Ruth as part of this deal, he quickly leaves. This
allows Boaz to purchase the land and make Ruth
his wife. The two wed, Ruth becomes pregnant and
gives birth to a child, Obed. The women of the town
surround Naomi, reminding her that this child is
life and nourishment, especially for a woman who
had renamed herself “Bitterness,” feeling that her
life was empty and without hope. Obed continues
the family line that Naomi once believed had ended.
Even in her old age, Naomi is able to be a nursemaid
for this baby.

Sometimes in the middle of our own stories, a
final chapter like this seems inconceivable. After all,
Ruth, a little book of just four chapters, contains
hope and promise amid incredible loss and grief.
While we can glean from the book’s lessons of hope
and faithfulness, this study is focused on what the
text tells us about friendship, and what that means
for us as faithful friends.

HOLY FRIENDS

Imagine that Naomi is your friend—a friend who
has suffered an incredible loss. Her husband has
died, followed by her two sons. Imagine learning
that this person you love is caught up in such an
unspeakable loss that she can’t imagine anything
beyond her grief. She is so heartbroken that she can
no longer be called by her own name. Imagine how
she would talk to you about her loss, with tears and
body-shaking sobs. Now try to feel how you would
want to respond to a grief this profound.

If there is one consistent fear that comes up
among seminary students in my Intro to Pastoral
Care class, this is it: When someone has faced
unspeakable tragedy, how do I know I won'’t say the
wrong thing? How do I know what to do? How do I
keep from making it worse?

Megan Devine, author of It's OK That You’re Not

OK, is a therapist who specializes in grief. One of

the hardest parts of grieving, Devine says, is recog-
nizing how many people cannot tolerate your grief
with you. The reverse is also true. Sometimes we are
the ones who find it hard to be with a friend in their
grief. Whether we dismiss their grief (You will marry
again! Everything will be all right in the end!), make
our helpfulness the center of the story (I'm doing

so much for you, why haven’t you said thank you?),
or find that being with them is too hard, we might
realize that we aren’t naturally equipped to face the
enormity of their grief with them. Maybe we said the
wrong thing. Maybe we were silent because we didn’t
know what to say. Or maybe we just wanted to drop
off our casserole and get out as fast as we could.

We have a cultural belief that grief itself is the
problem, Devine says. Our work to find a solution is
at the center of our discomfort. If we can shift our
mindset to recognize that grief is an experience that
needs support rather than a problem to be solved,
we can walk alongside grieving people in a new way.
Devine explains:

It seems counterintuitive, but the way to truly be
helpful to someone in pain is to let them have their
pain. Let them share the reality of how much this
hurts, how hard this is, without jumping in to
clean it up, make it smaller, or make it go away.’

As the book of Ruth reminds us, in holy friendships
there is space for the enormity of grief. To be a holy
friend, we refrain from trying to solve our friends’
pain, and instead, accompany them through it.

One of my best friends, the Rev. Collette Broady-
Grund, who I mentioned at the beginning of this
study, has faced more than her share of losses. Her
first marriage ended in divorce, and her second hus-
band died suddenly and tragically. In addition, her
grief had to be lived publicly, as the congregations she
served walked with her through that difficult terrain.
She has taught me and many others that we are not
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alone in our grief, because God also knows what it
means to grieve. Out of her own pain, Pastor Broady-
Grund created “The Grief Lectionary,” a resource that
tells those who grieve: “God’s people and Godself
have felt what you feel, and lived what you are living,
and struggled as you are struggling.” (To access “The
Grief Lectionary,” visit Attps://collettebroadygrund.
com/964-2/)

The book of Ruth provides a structure for engag-
ing grief as a friend and as a griever. Naomi speaks a
powerful truth in her loss, and Ruth stays with her,
vowing to follow her wherever she goes. Ruth doesn’t
try to minimize or promise a life beyond the one that
Naomi experiences. Ruth merely promises to be there
as the story unfolds, accompanying Naomi through it.

Share aloud or reflect:

5. When you experience powerful emotions
like grief, what do you often feel you need
from others? Do you need for people to stay
close to you or move away?

6. Does your need change as time passes? Do
you feel the need for practical help, pres-
ence or both?

SHOWING UP WHEN THE GOING IS TOUGH

When teaching students how to care for people fac-
ing loss and grief, there is no checklist I can provide
that describes exactly what to do in any situation.
Caring for friends and loved ones is much more
complex. However, Megan Devine suggests that the
following themes can guide how we care*:

1. Grief belongs to the griever. Remember
Naomi’s cries before and after Ruth prom-
ised to stay with her? It’s clear that Ruth,
who says nothing about her own dead
husband, does not grieve the same way.
Grief shows up for each person differently.
There is no right way to grieve. How differ-
ent our story would have been if Ruth had
shushed Naomi or told her that she was
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making her sadness worse! When we allow
grief to unfold for a griever, rather than
trying to control the expression of their grief,
we empower people to feel their feelings in
ways that are healing and needed for them.
State the truth. Instead of telling Naomi that
her husband was “in a better place,” or that
“God needed another angel,” Ruth simply
states the truth: “I will go where you go.” We
can support our loved ones by resisting the
parts of ourselves that want to soothe grief
by suggesting that everything is actually
okay. It’s enough for us to acknowledge that
this situation is deeply painful, that we are
here, and that we love and care.

This is not about you. When our friends and
loved ones are facing tragedy, they aren’t
good at being our friends. That’s okay. We
might start to have our own questions about
God or why bad things happen. We might
feel sad, scared, angry or just confused. We
also need a circle of friends to care for us as
caregivers. Grieving people do not have the
capacity to care for us too.

Anticipate; don’t ask. Decisions during times
of acute grief are hard. Try to notice things
that may need to be done-meals, dog walks,
school drop offs-and support your friend

in these ways. Check in, but suggest what
might be helpful, rather than asking them to
give you a list. Remember that the answer to
your helpfulness may be “no,” and that’s also
okay.

Run interference and educate. After this
study, I hope that you feel a bit more equipped
to face the grief of a friend. Consider running
interference and being the point person

who helps organize everyone’s help. In those
moments, you can educate others about how
to care for the grieving-that we are not there
to “fix,” but instead to bear witness. Like Ruth,
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we can simply stay when grief feels hard,
uncomfortable, even unfixable.

6. Finally, love. Listening with love is central
to this work. Just as God is faithful to us, we
can learn to be faithful friends to others. We
can do this work with love because we have
been fully loved. When we make a mistake,
we can trust that God’s grace is enough,
apologize, and try again.

Share aloud or reflect:

7. Looking at this list of how to help a grieving
friend, is there something you would add,
based on your experiences of grief or caring
for others who are grieving?

8. What did you learn from Naomi and Ruth
about grief? What connections do you
notice?

CLOSING PRAYER

Pour into our hearts, O God, the Holy Spirit’s gift of
love, that we may share the joy of friendship, human
and divine, revealed in the love of Jesus Christ, who
lays down his life for his friends and in whose name
we pray. (ELW Pastoral Care, Prayer for Friendship)

CLOSING HYMN
“Lord Jesus, You Shall Be My Song” (ELW 808) or
“Spirit, Open My Heart” (All Creation Sings 1043) M.

"HTTPS://WWW.HHS.GOV/SITES/DEFAULT/FILES/SURGEON-GENERAL-SOCIAL-CONNECTION-ADVISORY.PDF

2 MOGG, K., & PEARSON, C. (2024, DECEMBER 7). HOW TO BREAK UP WITH A FRIEND. THE NEW YORK TIMES.
HTTPS://WWW.NYTIMES.COM/2024/12/07/WELL/FRIEND-BREAKUPHTML?SEARCHRESULTPOSITION=6

3DEVINE, M. (2017). IT'S OK THAT YOU'RE NOT OK: MEETING GRIEFAND LOSS IN A CULTURE THAT DOESN'T UNDERSTAND. SOUNDS TRUE, P. 202

# DEVINE, M. (2017). IT'S OK THAT YOU'RE NOT OK: MEETING GRIEFAND LOSS IN A CULTURE THAT DOESN'T UNDERSTAND. SOUNDS TRUE, PG 237.
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Flourishing in
relationships

Session two
Relationships that sustain us

BY BROOKE PETERSEN

OVERVIEW

In session two of the “Flourishing in relationships”
Bible study, we focus on the ways we care for friends
and loved ones in times of grief. We will be reading
large sections from the Book of Ruth, so leaders may
want to consider asking participants to read the
Bible readings in advance. For opening and closing
rituals, see p. 18.

At the end of the session, thank people for their
stories and their vulnerability. Ask participants to
each offer one word for how they are feeling as they
leave this time together. Remind them that studying
the Bible, the story of God’s people, and our stories,
is holy work. Thank them for being willing to care
for one another.

OPTIONAL ACTIVITIES

1. Watch a talk about grief. Before or after your
meeting, ask participants to view a TED Talk
about grief by podcast host Nora McInerny.
Her podcast, titled “Terrible, Thanks for
Asking,” came out of her own experiences of
grief. Watch her TED Talk about grief here:
https://www.ted.com/talks/nora_mcinerny_
we_don_t_move_on_from_grief we_move_
forward with_it?subtitle=en

2. Create art for grief. Session two of this Bible
study invites us to consider how we care
for others who grieve. Provide art supplies
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(paper, crayons, markers, magazines, clay or
other materials). Invite participants to create
artworks that express what it feels like to be
a caregiver for people who are grieving. Offer
this prompt: “When I am caring for someone
who is grieving, it feels like this” Make time
for people to share their creations.

SHORT STUDY (30-45 MINUTES)

1. Do either the opening prayer or the hymn.

2. Ask participants to read passages in advance
or assign each Bible study section to a small
group of two or three.

3. Atthe end of'the study, ask each participant to
share one thought, question or reflection they
have about holy friendships.

4. Iftime allows, reflect together on themes that
appear among members.

5. Do either the closing hymn or prayer.

ALITTLE LONGER (60 MINUTES)

1. Do the opening hymn and prayer.

2. Read through the Bible study. Break into
small groups for discussion.

3. Atthe end of the study, reflect on any overall
themes or takeaways that participants will
bring into the week ahead.

4. Do the closing hymn and prayer.

LONGER VERSION (2 HOURS)
Follow all the steps of the 60-minute version, but add
one of the optional activities. ¥



OPENING HYMN
“All Are Welcome,” verse 5, ELW 641

OPENING PRAYER

God, we are grateful for your gift

of holy friendships. Thank you for
placing friends in our lives to walk
alongside us in faith. Strengthen
these bonds so we might serve one
another with love, courage and
wisdom. Help us trust your grace as
friendships grow and change. Let
us remember that it is by your hand
that we are brought together, for
such a time as this. Amen.

MATERIALS NEEDED

® Hymnals (ELW)

m Bibles (NRSV)

m (optional) large paper, small journals
or notebooks, pens or pencils

FOCUS VERSES:
Esther 4:12-14

—— Bible study ——

Where two or
more are gathered:
Flourishing in
relationships

Session three
Relationships that push us to grow

BY BROOKE PETERSEN

Relationships aren’t always comfortable. At times,
we find ourselves navigating the painful work of
growing and changing within relationships. How do
we draw on the stories of our faith to help us face
great challenges in our lives and relationships? In
this final session of our Bible study, we’ll explore the
story of Queen Esther and her uncle Mordecai, as
well as how vulnerability, trust and faithful friend-
ships help us to grow.

THE DRAMA OF ESTHER
I love reading fantasy novels—especially those that
involve magical kingdoms, maybe a dragon or two,
and a wizard or sorceress. The world-building in
these books draws me in. While I'm reading, I'm
wondering about the political and social dynamics,
as well as what will happen as the characters fight
for freedom or liberation in their magical world. In
the Bible, the Book of Esther feels like this kind of
text. If you haven’t read it in its entirety, I encourage
you to do so. However, for this study, we’ll focus on
just two major passages. To fully understand a text
like this, it helps to do some world-building since
like a fantasy novel, the Book of Esther is a story
of kings and queens, evil plots, heroism, courtly
intrigue and revolution.

When the book begins, the Jewish people are
living in exile under the rule of the Persian empire.
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Their future is uncertain. We learn the costs of this
uncertainty in the very first chapter, which describes
a party the king hosts for dignitaries and rulers.
At one point during the party, he commands his
queen, Vashti, to appear, so that he might show
off her beauty. But she refuses. Angered, the king
consults with his advisors, who encourage him to
banish her, strip her of all her rights and property,
and command her to never be in his presence again.
As readers, we can immediately see that this king is
rash, quick to become angry, and obsessed with his
own power and the appearance of his power before
others. From all appearances, this will continue to
unfold in terrifying ways.

Now without a queen, this rash king starts to feel
lonely. So that he can select a new wife, he gath-
ers up all the young women in the kingdom. Now
we hear of two characters who are at the heart of
our study: Esther, a Jewish orphan also known as
Hadassah, and her cousin and guardian, Mordecai.
Esther is brought to the palace with all the other
young women, but Mordecai instructs her to hide her
Jewish identity. In contrast to Vashti, who disobeyed
the king’s orders and was banished, Esther follows
her cousin’s instructions and molds herself into the
kind of woman most desired by the king—a woman
with no identity beyond what he desires her to be.

Yet even as Esther enters the court, difficulties
rise for Mordecai and Esther within the ranks of
the Persian court. When an official named Haman
is promoted, other advisors to the king prostrate
themselves before Haman. For reasons not revealed
in the text, Mordecai refuses. His friends and other
members of the court come to him, urging him
to lower himself before Haman. In this moment,
Mordecai doesn’t just refuse; he also reveals that he
is a Jew. This information, paired with Mordecai’s
unwillingness to bow to him, kindles Haman’s
anger. Haman strikes out with incredible, deadly
intent, stating that he will not just hold Mordecai
accountable. Haman intends to murder all the Jews
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in the kingdom.

To sum things up, Esther, the orphan, is hiding
her Jewish heritage. Mordecai, who had held the
king’s favor, lost it, for his refusal to bow before a new
advisor. And that new advisor, Haman, has instigated
a decree to kill all the Jewish people in Persia. Now
we'll pick up the story, by reading Chapter 4.

M Read: Esther 4: 1-11

Have you ever been in a situation where you felt there
were no good options left and no path toward making
things right? This is where Mordecai finds himself.
His people, all the Jewish people in Persia, are about
to killed by decree of the king. There is no way he can
fix this on his own. Like other people in the Bible who
feel completely adrift, Mordecai tears his clothes, cov-
ers himself in sackcloth and ash, and waits at the city
gate, wailing and crying for his people.

Queen Esther hears about his actions. Fearing
for him, she sends clothes he can change into, so
that he will stop. She doesn’t seem to understand
why Mordecai is acting this way and what could
happen to her people. To Esther, this reversal must
seem confusing, even terrifying. Mordecai was
the one who told her to hide her Jewish identity.
Suddenly, the plan has changed, without her know-
ing, while she has been growing in stature and com-
fort within the palace. Mordecai is different now.
Even her gifts can’t change him back to the person
she once knew.

Esther sends a servant to find out why Mordecai
is refusing to put on new clothes and acting so
strangely. Mordecai lays out the whole story and
sends her a copy of the decree, hoping that Esther
will go to the king and ask him to save her people.
Mordecai provides Esther with the reason to change
their approach, as well as the documentation
proving that this is a dire situation. Yet even with
the paperwork and the story, Esther isn’t ready. She
sends a message to Mordecai, saying approaching the
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king, behavior that is against the law, would mean
her death. According to Esther, she is powerless to
act and, even if she tried, nothing would change.

HOW WE CHANGE

If you were to peruse The New York Times’“Modern
Love” section dedicated to love and relationships,
you might notice that the question of change comes
up quite often. For example: How do you embrace
change in your partner? How does retirement
change you? What do we do with changing bodies
and hormones, and how these make us feel in our
relationships? The author of a particularly poignant
“Modern Love” article about relationship changes
states: “I've had at least three marriages. They’ve all
been with the same person.”

Change, it appears, is evergreen. It isn’t possible
to be in a relationship and not feel changes happen-
ing in ourselves, our friends and our partners. But
change isn’t easy. For many of us, change brings up
feelings of loss and fear. What happens when the
people we love tell us that we need to change? And
that the way we have acted or engaged with them
needs to be different in the future? What do we do
when our friends push us to do something different
or to take a stand when doing so feels hard?

Share aloud or reflect:

1. How have you faced change in your
relationships?

2. In what ways did changes to your-
self or changes to others impact these
relationships?

Author and speaker Rozella Haydée White refers

to these kinds of relationships—ones that can

hold space for change—as “revolutionary relation-
ships.” In Love Big: The Power of Revolutionary
Relationships to Heal the World, she argues that not
only do revolutionary relationships “change the peo-
ple for the better,” but they “have the power to push

people outside of the confines of private relation-
ships in ways that have public implications.” These
relationships are holy because they are rooted in
God’s own revolutionary relationship—the Trinity'.
When we give thanks for God as Creator, Redeemer
and Sustainer in worship, we are acknowledging the
revolutionary relationship God has with Godself,
loving us through the creation of the world, through
the liberating action of Jesus, and through the
sustaining work of the Holy Spirit. Drawing on this
transformative truth, White says that revolutionary
relationships with other people are also healing and
life-giving, though never easy.

Just as the Trinity is rooted in God’s life, so are
the relationships we pattern after it. These relation-
ships—revolutionary relationships—involve risk and
vulnerability. In our relationships, we are asked to
risk speaking the truth like Mordecali, to risk being
vulnerable and making mistakes like Esther, and to
stay together even when things get messy. Through
risk and vulnerability, we invite others into a deeper
way of going through life together. We share what
makes us happy and sad, what hurts and what heals,
and we do this in a pattern of mutuality.

Therapists, when working with clients, often
talk about how hard it is to risk sharing feelings, not
just facts, with the people in our lives. Committing
to vulnerability requires more of us than a list of
things we did that day. It means sharing how we feel
about those things that have happened to us. I feel
hurt. I feel happy. I felt grateful. I felt alone. All of
these are starters for risking vulnerable conversa-
tions with friends and loved ones, bringing us closer
to one another.

Rozella White points out that revolutionary
relationships don’t just require vulnerability and
risk. To be truly revolutionary, they also need
forgiveness, grace, diversity and accountability.
When we practice grace, this gives vulnerability a
soft place to land. When we believe the best about
others and ourselves, taking risks becomes infinitely
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easier. When we trust in God’s forgiveness of us as
a model for how we might practice forgiveness of
others, we learn to love all of God’s broken people.
When we let diversity point us to relationships, we
care for people who aren’t like us, not just racially
and ethnically, but in terms of what Rozella White
describes as “diversity of thought, economic back-
ground, identity, orientation, religious affiliation
(and lack thereof), geographic location, educational
attainment—you name it!” When we engage in
diverse revolutionary relationships, it isn’t for token
reasons. It is because we've learned that we don’t
have to “water down, assimilate, or integrate our
identities,” she writes. We can be the people we truly
are when we recognize that we don’t have to fear
diversity in ourselves or others.

Finally, in revolutionary relationships, we are
held accountable for “who we say we want to be,
what we say we value, and how we show up in the
world,” White states. For example, Mordecai held
Esther accountable, even when it was painful, so
she could have the courage to take a stand for her
people. Let’s turn to this revolutionary part of the
biblical text.

M Read: Esther 4: 12-17

The words from this brief passage of Scripture often
pop into my head. Remember the game of tele-
phone, where a phrase shifts and changes as it is
repeated? I picture Mordecai sending a message to
Esther to say: What if everything prepared you for
such a time as this? So, what about times when our
path forward seems hard and unclear, or we feel lost
as we look toward the future? My “telephone game”
version of Mordecai’s message might sound like this:
What if we were being prepared for such a time as this?
Mordecai hears Esther’s response—that to go
to the king (without being summoned) would be
against protocol. He likely remembers what hap-
pened to the king’s first wife when she stepped out
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of line. However, for the Jewish people, the situation
is dire. So, Mordecali, relying on the revolutionary
relationship he has with Esther, tries again. Now

he tells Esther that if the king is coming for the
Jews, he won't stop. She, herself, will not be safe.
Somehow, the people might be miraculously deliv-
ered, but Esther and her family will be lost. Perhaps
God’s hand was in the process that brought her into
the king’s favor, Mordecai says. Perhaps she has
“come to royal dignity for just such a time as this.”
Finally, Esther agrees. She tells Mordecai to gather
“all the Jews to be found in Susa” and fast, just as
she will. Then she will prepare to meet the king. “If T
perish, I perish,” she says.

Share aloud or reflect:

3. Think about those of your relationships
that have endured aging, changing polit-
ical or spiritual views, or other forms of
change. What about these relationships
helped you to tolerate the difficulty of
change?

4. In what ways has change hurt or helped
your relationships?

REVOLUTIONARY ACTION IN A REVOLUTIONARY
RELATIONSHIP
After days of fasting, Esther goes before the king,
who grants her an audience because he favors her.
“What is it, Queen Esther? What is your request?”
he basically asks. “It shall be given you, even to the
half of my kingdom” (Esther 5:3). Even though the
king has said this, Esther is still afraid. So, she asks
the king to attend a banquet she will give to honor
both the king and Haman. When the king agrees,
Esther suggests that he come to the banquet with
Haman, and if the banquet pleases him, she will
then offer her request.

Meanwhile, the conflict between Mordecai and
Haman continues to deepen. Haman is angered
by Mordecai, who is still at the city gate. Haman
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decides to erect a gallows on which to hang him.
At this point, we don’t know if the wrath of a rash
king will be ignited, if Mordecai will hang, or if the
Jewish people throughout Persia will perish.

M Read: Esther 7:1-8:2

The banquet arrives, and on the second day of
eating and drinking, the king asks Esther what

she most wants. Without any of the hesitation she
exhibited earlier in the story, she tells the king that
she is Jewish, and if his decree is executed, she will
be killed with all her people. Enraged at even the
possibility that his beloved queen might be hurt, the
king asks who has done such a thing. When Esther
points to Haman as the culprit, the anger of the
King is kindled. He orders that Haman, who tried to
exterminate all the Jews in Persia, will die upon the
very gallows he built for Mordecai.

And the story doesn’t quite end there. Esther also
reveals to the king who Mordecai is to her: a beloved
uncle. Now the king elevates him to an even higher
status within his court. Esther then begs for the lives
of her people. The king relents, sending out a new
edict to all the lands of Persia. The Jewish people,
both near and far, rejoice, for Esther has saved them.

THE POWER OF RELATIONSHIPS

If you've ever heard a sermon on the Book of Esther,
you've likely heard passages that lauded Esther’s
bravery and courage in saving her people. At some
level, what we've learned in this Bible study sup-
ports that Esther summoned great courage before a
rash and chaotic king. And yet, this is a Bible study
on healthy relationships. I want to suggest to you
that it isn’t just Esther that changes the possibilities
of life for the Jewish people. It is the relationship
between Esther and Mordecai that is most needed
to call forth action. Revolutionary relationships are
the kind of relationships that allow us to change—
helping us to call forward our best selves.

Victoria Atkinson White, author of Holy
Friendships, defines holy friends as “those who name
the sins we have come to love, affirm the gifts we are
afraid to claim, and help us dream the dreams we
otherwise would not dream.” She further writes that
holy friendships are necessarily different from other
friendships. Holy friendships demonstrate that we
are held in God’s love, and that we are a part of God’s
bigger, ongoing story in the world.

As we look at the story of Esther, it’s clear: the
relationship between Esther and Mordecai is a holy
friendship, one where they can name sin, affirm
gifts, and help each other to dream about what
seems impossible. Holy friends hold our past and
help us to imagine a future, especially when we feel
stuck and confused. Esther didn’t know how she
could approach a rash king, but through Mordecai’s
encouragement, she was able to see herself as more
powerful than she had dreamed. She could act to
save her people.

Share aloud or reflect:

5. Can you name someone in your life that
has been a holy friend? How has God
been a part of this relationship? How has
this relationship helped you to flourish?

CLOSING PRAYER

O God, give us grace to set a good example to all
among whom we live, to be just and true in all

our dealings, to be strict and conscientious in the
discharge of every duty; pure and temperate in all
enjoyment, gracious and generous and courteous
to all; so that the mind of Jesus Christ might be
formed in us and all may know that we are his dis-
ciples; in whose name we pray. (ELW Pastoral Care,
Prayer for Vocation in Daily Life).

CLOSING HYMN
“Lord Jesus, You Shall Be My Song” (ELW 808) or “
Spirit, Open My Heart” (ACS 1043)

' WHITE, R. H. (2019). LOVE BIG: THE POWER OF REVOLUTIONARY RELATIONSHIPS TO HEAL THE WORLD. FORTRESS PRESS, P. 109.

2WHITE, V. A. (2023). HOLY FRIENDSHIPS: NURTURING RELATIONSHIPS THAT SUSTAIN PASTORS AND LEADERS. AUGSBURG FORTRESS PUBLISHERS, P.6.
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Flourishing in
relationships

Session three
Relationships that sustain us

BY BROOKE PETERSEN

OVERVIEW

For the final session of our three-part Bible study,
we'll explore the story of Esther and Mordecai, as well
as how relationships create the possibility for change
within us and others. For opening and closing rituals,
see p. 18.

OPTIONALACTIVITIES
TALK ABOUT FRIENDSHIP
Talk together about our friends and what they mean to

us. Ask:
*  What does this person bring to a friendship

that is important to you?

+ Tell about a time when you realized that this
friend was a holy friend or a revolutionary
relationship.

¢ What has changed about you, since you've had
this friend?

» Ifyou could tell this friend one thing about
their impact on your life, what would it be?

MAKE A FRIEND MAP

In Holy Friendship: Nurturing Relationships that
Sustain Pastors and Leaders, Victoria Atkinson White
suggests that “friend maps” can reveal the importance
of friends at different times in our lives.

Ask each participant to 1. Draw three concentric
circles. 2. Label the outermost circle “community,” the
middle circle “friends,” and the interior circle “holy
friends” 3. Write a few names in each circle. 4. Reflect
together about the following questions:

«  What do you notice about your innermost
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circle? Do those relationships reflect what
makes a revolutionary relationship?

¢ Are there some people that have moved
between these circles?

» How do you attend to relationships in each
circle? How much time do you typically spend
with people in each part of the map?

e Are there areas where youd like to focus on
cultivating relationships? How so?

LEARN MORE

Read Victoria Atkinson White’s Holy Friendship:
Nurturing Relationships that Sustain Pastors

and Leaders and Rozella Haydee White's Love

Big: The Power of Revolutionary Relationships

to Heal the World, which are used as background

for this final session. Read Living Lutheran

at: https://www.livinglutheran.org/2019/06/
revolutionary-relationships/. Or listen to this podcast
at https://the-distillery.transistor.fm/episodes/
victoria-atkinson-white-holy-friendships/transcript.

SHORT STUDY (30-45 MINUTES)

1. Do either the opening prayer or the hymn.

2. Ask participants to read passages in advance
or assign each Bible study section to a small
group of two or three.

3. Ask each participant to share one thought,
question or reflection they have about holy
friendships.

4. Do either the closing hymn or prayer.

ALITTLE LONGER (60 MINUTES)
1. Do the opening hymn and prayer.
2. Read through the Bible study. Break into
small groups for discussions.
3. Reflect on any overall themes or takeaways.
4. Do the closing hymn and prayer.

LONGER VERSION (2 HOURS)
Follow all the steps of the 60-minute version, but add
add one optional activity. 3





