
Retreat One 

	

 
 

A WARM WELCOME 
 

A First Reflection 

Read the following words from Jesus slowly, as if you had never read them before. Imagine 
hearing them in His Galilean dialect, sitting on a hillside with the others who were listening that 
day. What expression do you see on His face? What tone do you hear in His voice? What look do 
you see in his eyes? As someone sitting in the crowd, what might surprise you about the content 
of His words?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Read His words again slowly, before moving on. Notice what stirs within you as you read. 
 
There is nothing that unearths our deeply-held beliefs about God like our practice of prayer. How 
we pray, where we pray, when we pray, what we pray—all of these movements are like mirrors 
that reflect what we truly believe about our Father in heaven. 
 
Especially in troubled times, we may be tempted to question 
God’s character, maybe not overtly, but in some small corner of 
our soul we may hear an ancient whisper: God is not good and 
cannot be trusted. Better grab what you can get. You are on 
your own. 
 
It was that seed of insinuation that sent the first flash of fear through the first man and woman in 
a garden. It is that sinister seed that still germinates in the substrate of our souls today. So when 
the world collapses around us, our first impulse is to kick into overdrive, burn through fear like 
jet fuel and act upon a lie that we don’t even know we’ve heard: 
 

Better grab what I can get. I am on my own. 
 

 

 

“And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the 
synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by others. Truly I tell you, they have received 

their reward in full. But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your 
Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you. 

And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like the pagans, for they think they will be heard 
because of their many words. Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need 

before you ask him.” Matthew 6:5-8  

There is nothing that 
unearths our deeply-held 
beliefs about God like our 

practice of prayer 
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What does that action look like in real time? 
For some of us, we aggressively grab as 

much power and control that we can 

wrangle. For others, we over-extend 
ourselves, grasping for affection and 

esteem. Still others develop a white-knuckle 

grip on our own security and survival. Or, if 
you’re like me (Donna), you master the 

ability to do all three. In other words, we 

act like orphans who’ve been abandoned 
or, at best, neglected children with a parent 

who lies to us and 

withholds the very 
things we need. 

 

Jesus knew exactly 
what He was up 

against when He 

started gently digging 
around in our prayer 

life in His first sermon. 

He knew that a sinister 
seed had been tossed 

into our souls in a garden long ago, and He 

was here to once-and-for-all uproot it. He 
knew that our prayer practice reflected our 

most deeply-held beliefs about God, so He 

offered us a soft cloth to clean the mirror. 
Hear these words below in the kindest voice 

you can imagine. (I like to imagine the 

gentle voice of Mufasa under the stars with 
Simba. In my head, Jesus is played by James 

Earl Jones!):  

 
You have a very good Father who knows 

you better than you know yourself, and He 

loves you. He is not standing over you with 

His arms folded, waiting for you to say the 
magic words to unlock His favor. He knows 

what you need before you even ask. You are 

not an orphan. You are His deeply-loved 
child. 

 

The people sitting on the ground that day 
were likely shocked that Jesus spoke of 

Yahweh as their Father. As R.C. Sproul 

wrote, “The first Jewish rabbi to call God 
‘Father’ directly was Jesus of Nazareth…It 

was for that reason 

that many of Jesus’ 
enemies sought to 

destroy him; he 

assumed to have this 
intimate, personal 

relationship with the 

sovereign God of 
heaven…” Even more 

shocking still, Jesus 

suggested that our very 
good Father longs for a 

secret life with us, a hidden life of intimate 

communion, not meant for public 
consumption. 

 

Jesus then invited those around him to use 
their imaginations when thinking about 

their Father in heaven. He asked in 

Matthew 7, “Which of you, if your son asks 
for bread, will give him a stone? Or if he 

asks for a fish, will give him a snake? If you, 

then, though you are evil, know how to give 
good gifts to your children, how much more 

will your Father in heaven give good gifts to 

those who ask him!

You have a very good Father who 

knows you better than you know 

yourself, and He loves you. He is not 

standing over you with His arms 

folded, waiting for you to say the 

magic words to unlock His favor. He 

knows what you need before you 

even ask. You are not an orphan. You 

are His deeply-loved child. 
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How much more.  

With those three words, Jesus began to loosen the roots of 

the sinister seed that had grown into a sprawling plant within 

us. How much more. Jesus tossed His own mustard seed into 

the soil of our souls and invited us to think of the best father 

we could think of, then imagine how much more is our Father 

in heaven. Of course, Jesus knew He was sending us on an 

errand that would last a lifetime and beyond. He was planting 

a new seed in our soul that had the potential to grow into the 

largest of plants, if we would only give it light and water. 

 

Whatever our best image of God, it will always fall short of 

who He truly is. We cannot imagine the depth of His 

goodness, His generosity, His love (Ephesians 3:14-21). Yet 

Jesus invites us to try. 

 

Prayer is an invitation to plumb the depths of God’s goodness, and at the bottom of it all, to 

discover a heart of deep and abiding rest. We don’t have to grab, grasp or develop a white-

knuckle grip. Our Father knows what we need, before we even ask. We can let go of our grip, and 

know that He is God. (Psalm 46:10)  

 

  

When the world is collapsing around us, instead of 

grabbing, grasping or gripping, Jesus invites us to open up 

our hands and reach like a child for the Father. Instead of 

kicking into overdrive, Jesus invites us to collapse into our 

Father’s arms and rest.  

  

 

Take a moment to notice your internal level of tension. If you had to describe the state of 

your soul as either “clenched fists” or “open hands”, what is most true about you in this 

moment? Take a deep breath and say those words again slowly: Let go of your grip, and know 

that He is God.  
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There is a secret room where the Father waits to greet you. The more time you spend there, the 

less it becomes a place that you go to. Instead, it gradually becomes a place that you live from, a 

spacious place deep within you that unleashes the Father’s love — first into your own life, and 

then into the world. 

 

 

 

Questions for Reflection and/or Journaling 

Before you begin engaging with the words below, take time to continue resting in the warm 

welcome of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Be reminded that God sees you as you are and 

welcomes you as His deeply-loved child. Words are not needed, but if it is helpful, you might 

simply (and slowly) say, 

 

 

Here I am, Lord. 

Thank you that: 

You see me. 

You know me. 

You love me. 

Here I am, with You. 

 

 

 

~ Allow each phrase to take you more deeply into His Presence. ~ 

 

 

 

 

Take a few moments to engage with the following video and enjoy the warm welcome of God. 

Watch Video “A Warm Welcome”: https://vimeo.com/422953799/3cb6886701  
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The questions in these retreats are offered to help facilitate our inner conversation with the 

Father. In that matter, however, we always defer to the Spirit’s leading. Notice which questions 

you are drawn to, and move towards them. As best you can, engage with the questions without 

judging yourself or raking yourself over any coals. Simply notice and name what stirs within you. 

Be mindful that you are sitting beneath the kind and compassionate gaze of our loving God. 

 

 

Return to the words of Jesus from Matthew 6:5-8. What 

does your current experience of prayer reveal about 

your most deeply-held beliefs about God? Take some 

time to linger with this question. 

 

Bring those beliefs to the Father. Hold them up in the light of His love. Ask Him for the grace to 

let go of whatever does not accurately reflect His image. Ask Him to begin to reveal to you the 

deeper reality of who He is. 

 

An Invitation:  

We invite you to take a few moments each day to enter into your inner room with God, take a 

few deep breaths and sit with Him in silence. If you need words, you might simply say the “Here I 

am” prayer from above. Take time to simply rest in His presence, where no words are needed. 

   

 

What does your current 
experience of prayer reveal 

about your most deeply-held 
beliefs about God? 
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Further up and Further in 

	

 

 

 

GOING DEEPER WITH JESUS 
 

Recenter 

Before engaging with the next section, you might want to take a walk and allow God to speak to 

you through the beauty of His creation, which never needs enhancing. Practice making this a 

spacious time, unhurried, with plenty of room to breathe. Resist engaging with technology. 

Simply make yourself available to the God who loves you deeply.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gentle me, 
Holy One, 

into an unclenched moment, 
 a deep breath, 

a letting go 
of heavy expectancies, 
of shriveling anxieties, 

of dead certainties,  
that, softened by the silence, 

 surrounded by the light,  
and open to the mystery, 

I may be found by wholeness,  
upheld by the unfathomable, 

 entranced by the simple,  
and filled with the joy that is you. 

 
(from Guerillas of Grace, Prayers for the Battle, by Ted Loder) 
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On Curious Resistance 

“In repentance and rest is your salvation, in 
quietness and trust is your strength, but you 

would have none of it.” Isaiah 30:15 

At times it seems that all of our mental and 

physical energy is spent avoiding the 
descent into that secret room where our 

Father waits to greet us and embrace us. 

Jesus has made it clear, He is always 
present with us. He is always present in us. 

Yet perhaps our greatest struggle is to 

become fully present with Him. That 
struggle has far- 

reaching 

implications for 
ourselves, our 

relationships and 

our world.  

Blaise Pascal, the 
brilliant French mathematician, physicist 

and theologian said it this way, “All of 

humanity’s problems stem from man’s 
inability to sit quietly in his room alone.” A 

2014 study in the journal Science 

underscored Pascal’s theory. Eleven studies 
found that the clear majority of participants 

preferred electric shock to sitting in a room 

alone with their own thoughts! (See TIME 

magazine, July 23, 2014.)  

Consider for a moment, this story:  

I (Donna) have a new mentor in my life. His 

name is Aaron, an African-American man in 

his late 30s who grew up in South Central 

Los Angeles during the 1992 riots. Aaron 
could see buildings burning from his front 

door.  

Aaron has spent most of his adult life in 

prison where he has lived what you might 
call a forced monastic life. And though I 

think his sentence is significantly out of 

proportion to his crime, he is neither angry 
nor bitter. I haven’t met many men or 

women who have surrendered themselves 

so fully to Jesus. I am honored to sit at his 

feet and learn.  

Not long ago, my 

friend Debbie and I 

went to visit Aaron 
on a Saturday 

afternoon. We sat at 

a table with him in 
the common area for about four hours, 

sharing food from the vending machines 

and talking. That heavily-guarded room is 
the only place that Aaron is allowed to sit in 

a chair. I can’t imagine not sitting in a chair 

for 16 years.  

Recently, something wonderful happened to 
Aaron. He was moved from his cell into a 

dormitory setting with other prisoners. Now 

he gets to walk in and out of an open door 
into the prison yard from 7 in the morning 

until 9 at night.  

That Saturday Aaron said something that 

impacted me deeply. He said, “I hope I never 

“All of humanity’s problems 
stem from man’s inability to sit 

quietly in his room alone.” 
Blaise Pascal 
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have to go back to a cell again, but I might. 
It just depends upon the warden. If I do 

have to go back,” he said, “I hope I will do a 

few things differently.”  

I asked him what he would do differently, 
and his answer was quite sobering. He said, 

“The moment they close the door to your 

cell and you know that you have no power 
to do anything about it, it is amazing where 

your mind goes in order to escape that 

moment.” Then Aaron said, “If I ever have 
to go back, I hope I will be able to remain 

fully present in that moment when they 

close the door.”  

“To remain fully present when they close 
the door.” It seems Aaron and Pascal are 

traveling along the same road, perhaps 

from slightly different directions. They 
would both agree, all of our problems stem 

from our inability to remain fully present in 
our room alone. They would also both 

agree; however, we never actually sit in any 

room alone. The Triune God is fully present 
with us; He is fully present in us. It is we 

who have trouble becoming fully present 

with Him.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has offered us 
ample opportunity to sit in our room alone; 

even more, to retreat into our inner room, 

close the door and deepen our intimacy 
with God. And yet, many of us have 

discovered we are very creative. We can 

find a dozen different ways to distract 
ourselves, even when the whole wide world 

is closed. And, unlike Aaron, not only can 

our mind find a dozen different escape 
routes, but where our minds go, our bodies 

often follow.  

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

What reactions or responses have you noticed within yourself as 

different doors have been closed to you during this pandemic?  

Where has your mind gone?  

Where has your body followed? 

 Without judging or condemning yourself, notice and name your 

reactions and responses in the gentle presence of Jesus.  
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If you could imagine Jesus saying something kind to you about your reactions and responses, 

what might He say? Take a moment to linger with this question. Consider writing a letter from 

Jesus to you, expressing His kindness and compassion regarding your reactions and responses 

these past few months. 

 

Imagine sitting in a prison cell the moment the door 

closes, and there is nothing you can do about it. 

What a powerless feeling. What has made you feel 

powerless lately? Consider making a list: Lord, I feel 

powerless when...What conversation would you 

like to have with the Lord about your list? 

 

It has been noted by many wise men and women 

that our curious resistance to solitude and silence 

might be connected to our fear of death. Death will 

be a solitary moment for each of us. There will be no more 

ability to distract ourselves or hide who we are before God. Will 

God show up for us in that moment? Or will we finally be left 

abandoned and alone? If He shows up, will He take one look at 

us and reject us? Maybe He won’t flat-out reject us. Maybe He 

will reluctantly accept us, or tolerate us, with a clear look of 

disappointment on His face, or a slight grimace of disgust. 

 

Father Gregory Boyle, who founded Homeboy Industries in the 

same neighborhood that Aaron watched burn, reminds us: 

 

God is too busy being delighted with us to have time to be 

disappointed in us. 

 

 

 

 

 

God is too busy being 

delighted with us to 

have time to be 

disappointed in us. 
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Imagine for a moment, the best version of God you could possibly imagine. The most loving, 

generous, forgiving, magnanimous, creative, hilarious, and smitten-with-you God. Then 

remember, you cannot imagine the depth of His goodness and His love. 

 

God, who is always greater than any God we can imagine, is the One who is waiting for us the 

moment the door closes. And He is glad to wait as long as it takes for us to settle down and look 

into His eyes. The Father’s eyes are the only mirror we can trust to show us who we really are. 

And Jesus will tell you, the Father’s eyes light up when you walk into the room. 

 

Sit beneath the Father’s loving gaze for a few moments. Thank him for loving you so deeply and 

so well. 

 

Take some time to write out or verbalize a description of the best father you can imagine. Shoot 

for the moon. Then, at the end of what you have written or said, simply say,  

 

“Thank you, Father, that you are better than what I can imagine.”  

(Matthew 7:9-11; 1 Corinthians 2:9). 
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Further Still 
	

 

 

 

 

 

Take another walk or do something that helps move your body and feels good for your soul 

before you continue. Again, practice making this a spacious time where you can breathe a little 

more deeply. Resist the urge to check in with technology. Continue to make yourself exclusively 

available to God. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now, 
O Lord, 

calm me into a quietness  
that heals 

and listens, 
and molds my longings  

and passions, 
my wounds 

and wonderings 
 into a more holy  

and human  
shape. 

 
(from Guerrillas of Grace) 
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Our Hidden Identity 
 

 

Reflect upon this brief journal entry that Henri Nouwen wrote during a difficult time in his life: 

 

Keep Moving Toward Full Incarnation  

“Do not discount what you have already accomplished. You have made important steps toward 

the freedom you are searching for. You have decided to dedicate yourself completely to God, to 

make Jesus the center of your life, and to be fashioned into an instrument of God’s grace. Yes, 

you still experience your inner dividedness, your need for approval and acclaim. But you see that 

you have made important choices that show where you want to go. 

 

“You can look at your life as a large cone that becomes narrower the deeper you go. There are 

many doors in that cone that give you chances to leave the journey. But you have been closing 

these doors one after the other, making yourself go deeper and deeper into your center. You 

know that Jesus is waiting for you at the end, just as you know that he is guiding you as you move 

in that direction. Every time you close another door—be it the door of immediate satisfaction, 

the door of distracting entertainment, the door of busyness, the door of guilt and worry, or the 

door of self-rejection—you commit yourself to go deeper into your heart and thus deeper into 

the heart of God. 

 

“This is a movement toward full incarnation. It leads you to become what you already are—a 

child of God; it lets you embody more and more the truth of your being; it makes you claim the 

God within you. You are tempted to think you are a nobody in the spiritual life and that your 

friends are far beyond you on the journey. But this is a mistake. 

“You must trust the depth of God’s presence in you and live from there. This is the way to keep 

moving toward full incarnation.” 

 

 

 

“See what great love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! 

And that is what we are!” 1 John 3:1 
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Questions for Reflection and/or Journaling: 

o As you read Nouwen’s words, what do you notice happening within yourself? Describe 

your internal response. 

o Is there a door that is difficult for you to close today? Imagine yourself with a grip on the 

doorknob of that door, willfully holding it open. Ask the Lord for the grace to loosen 

your grip. 

o What would it look like for you to close the door on self-rejection? 

o Take a moment to rest in the reality of “what you already are”, God’s deeply-loved child. 

 

An Optional Creative Exercise: 

 Engaging with art, especially if you are “allergic” to engaging with art, can help set us free from 

our analytical mind and create some new space within us where we can breathe a little more 

deeply. Consider gathering some art supplies, whether it be paper and crayons, markers or paint; 

Play Doh or modeling clay; or paper, scissors, textured objects and glue. Ask the Lord to help you 

imagine the room where He waits to welcome you and embrace you. Express what you imagine 

through the medium you have chosen. Ask the Lord to speak to you through what you have 

created. 

 

End your retreat with a heart-to-heart conversation with your Father, with or without words. 

 

Additional reading: 

You might be interested in reading this article by Ruth Haley Barton, Beyond Words: An Invitation 

to Solitude and Silence. You might also like the book, Tattoos on the Heart, by Father Gregory 

Boyle, or The Inner Voice of Love, by Henri Nouwen. 

 

Friends in the Video: 

The video for this retreat included members of Young Life’s Good Way team: Donna Hatasaki; 

Daniel Lai; and Tracey Meeks. Also, on the video were two guests from the 2019/2020 Good Way 

cohort, Danita Calhoun and Lucho Llanco. Danita is an Area Director in Memphis, and Lucho is 

the Regional Director for the Greater Houston Region. If you are interested in exploring 

participation in the Good Way, visit the Training Department page in Staff Resources and search 

for The Good Way. 
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