
Session 4 

UPHEAVAL 



This guide—for individuals or groups—is designed to provide space to 
reflect on the experience of the pandemic and what comes next.  

The exercises below invite personal reflection and discussion with others. 
The linked videos available on conversatio.org provide instances of other 

Christians wrestling with the nature of this time. They can be used to 
stimulate thought during a small group session or in advance.  



It was a time of upheaval and unrest.  

Political figures used their power to control rather than serve vulnerable people. 

Some religious figures, feeling pressure and threats to their way of life from 

tectonic societal shifts used their considerable influence primarily to guard and 

care for themselves and their own. Jesus burst into this scene. How did he 

handle the turmoil?    

He announced that the doors to the kingdom of God were open to all sorts, even 

undesirables. He invited people into eternal life, at the same time, he invited 

people to live in the kingdom of God immediately, in the midst of their 

tumultuous time. In Nazareth, at the outset of his public ministry, he reminded 

people of God’s priorities as described by Isaiah many years before                

(Isaiah 61:1–2).  

Our time is filled with eerie echoes of Jesus’ time. We are as deeply divided as 

they were. We see the world in categories, “my people” and “those people who 

represent a threat.” There are also the invisible ones who are not invited onto 

any team at all. We know that the least become first in the kingdom of God, and 

Jesus’ good news was good news for the poor, the captives, the blind, and the 

oppressed, but many of us are so overwhelmed by our own problems and fears 

that we have little energy to cross the road for people whose lives and problems 

do not intersect with our own. But, if Jesus unrolled the scroll containing Isaiah 

61 our midst, and read those words to us, wouldn’t we want in? How can we join 

Jesus’ declared mission in our own time of upheaval?  

One person’s good solution is another’s source of threat. People do crazy things 

in self-defense. In Jesus’ day, political underdogs holding on to the bit of power 

they had left, maneuvered to crucify him because his way threatened theirs. 

How can we seek first Jesus’ kingdom, and let it spill outward into the world, 

without wishing ill on those with whom we disagree?  

It is more important to be in right relationship than to be right.  
Parker J. Palmer



Watch Brandon Paradise and Michael Wear discuss “Upheaval” 

https://conversatio.org/classroom/session-4-upheaval/ 

This video is an optional resource, a minimally edited recording of a conversation 

between Brandon Paradise and Michael Wear, moderated by Steve Porter. If you 

are using this guide with a group, you might choose to view it as a group or watch 

it individually, in preparation for your time together.   

Visio Divina  

The painting in this guide is another optional resource. Visual art can provide a 

window through which we can see things differently. Take some time to look 

curiously at the painting. What do you notice? What might God be saying to you 

about re-emerging through this masterpiece?  

https://conversatio.org/classroom/session-4-upheaval/


For many, this period has been one of estrangement, particularly from 

people who are different in some way. This estrangement has been 

practical. There has also been a related sense of estrangement which is 

about more than the practical conditions and requirements. There is 

a spirit of estrangement which goes beyond practicalities: the distrust of 

one another prompted by wearing a mask or not, the resentments built 

up over varying experiences with the pandemic, the sense of loss and 

betrayal over opportunities no longer available or progress that was not 

made. Presidential elections have become engines of estrangement. I 

suspect this was even more true in the 2020 election, as our experience 

of the campaign was mediated more than ever by political technology 

and media, and our opportunities for chance, sustained engagement with 

t h o s e w h o w o u l d v o t e 

differently from us was 

limited in an unprecedented 

fashion. It is now a common 

observation to say that many 

Republicans and Democrats 

live in two different realities. 

In 2020, the deck was 

stacked against those who 

desired to understand those 

who have different political 

views. 

Michael Wear



Exercise 1: Reflect Individually 
Take about 10 minutes to reflect. If you are participating in a group using this study, this exercise 

can be completed in preparation for a group meeting or, if you prefer, as a brief part of your meeting.  

Prepare: Sit quietly for a few minutes. Pray a prayer of invitation, asking 

God to come to you, now, where you are, emotionally, mentally, to meet you in 

your current situation no matter what it is. Take a deep breath. Notice tight 

muscles. What is weighing on you? Cast your cares on God, or if your 

problems are too heavy for that, release your grip on them and imagine them 

rolling off your shoulders and into God’s hands. Notice your hands. Are they 

relaxed or in fists? Open them. Turn your palms down as a physical gesture 

of release. Now turn your palms up as a physical gesture of receptivity.  

How did you respond to the rapid shifts and upheaval of 2020 and 2021? In 

what ways did your world shrink? How did you become more self-protective?  

How did your world 

expand? In what ways 

d i d y o u b e g i n t o 

connect more with 

people whose problems 

and point of view are 

different from your 

own?  

He unrolled the scroll and found the place where this 

was written: 

 “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,  

for he has anointed me to bring Good News to the 

poor.  

He has sent me to proclaim that captives will be 

released, that the blind will see, that the 

oppressed will be set free, and that the time of 

the Lord’s favor has come.” 

He rolled up the scroll, handed it back to the 

attendant, and sat down. All eyes in the synagogue 

looked at him intently. Then he began to speak to 

them. “The Scripture you’ve just heard has been 

fulfilled this very day!”  

Luke 4:17–21 (NLT)



Exercise 2: Reflect with Others 
If you are using this study individually, read the questions, think about them and journal about the 

ones that capture your attention. Consider bringing that question up in conversation with a trusted 

friend or family member. 

Look Back 

1. How has social unrest and upheaval impacted you in recent times? What 

were your thoughts? Fears? What aroused a sense of injustice for you? 

2. Where did you find God in the midst of the social disruptions that kept 

rocking society? 

Right Now 

When feeling threatened, people tend to behave like buffalo. They form a tight 

circle, tails inward, young ones in the protected center, and dangerous horns 

pointed outward. 

3. Do you succumb to the temptation to circle up with people like you?  
• Who is in your circle?  

• Who are you defending against?  

• What weak or vulnerable people have been inadvertently left 

outside the circle of protection?  

• If you grew deeper in your ability to trust God, how would 

your stance and your circle change?  

4. What is your most significant relationship with someone who is quite 

different from you?  

• Are your differences political, racial, or something else?  

• How do you bridge the gaps?   

5. Do you have a deeper loyalty to your political tribe or to your part of the 

body of Christ?  

• How might seeking first Christ and his kingdom help put 

politics in their rightful place in our lives? 



Move Forward 

6. All Christians are called “to do justice, to love mercy, and to walk 

humbly with your God.” (Micah 6:8) 

• Is there a particular issue of justice, mercy, and humility 

that God is calling you to focus on? If so, what would be 

the next practical step in engaging that work? If you are 

uncertain about what it might be, what could you do to 

come to greater clarity? 

Our lives have been upended in ways that few of us would have 

imagined possible. Once we emerge from the pandemic, we will 

continue to face the challenge of remaining sensitive to its long-

term effects in our fellow human beings’ lives. We also face the 

task of cultivating the will to meet the needs of others. 

Perhaps the experience of the pandemic can deepen our 

appreciation of the need for Christian love and justice as the 

organizing principles of collective life and for the spiritual 

formation needed to truly hear Matthew 25’s call to love the 

least of these.  

To help us discern the role of agape love and justice in collective 

life and the role of spiritual formation in hearing the call of 

Matthew 25, we can ask God to awaken or intensify a prophetic 

sensibility within us. We can also make an effort to stay in 

touch with the underside of American life, visiting the 

homeless, the imprisoned, the hospitalized, and the addicted. 

Staying in close contact with the suffering can also help us 

develop the discernment and the will required to meet the 

needs of others and to thereby bring about a more just society. 

Brandon Paradise



Exercise 3: Practice 
“Grand problems require small moves.” -Rob Loane 

Throughout this study we suggest ways to take small consistent steps in the right direction. Read 

them. Discern if God is inviting you to take a step. The following practices require some time and 

planning. Consider choosing one upward practice and one outward practice. Put them on your 

calendar. 

Upward 

Silence and Solitude: 

Put some time to be quiet 

and alone with God on 

your calendar . Some 

people use their workout 

time to turn to God in this 

way, others get out into 

nature . Some people 

regularly schedule a 

whole day or half-day for 

silence and solitude.  

U n p l u g : T u r n o f f 

electronics. For some 

people this is part of a 

rhythm of resting one day 

a week. 

As we re-emerge from COVID, we must proactively 

pursue ways of resituating ourselves in the context 

of community. Silence and solitude are, perhaps 

counter-intuitively, essential in this regard. We 

must regain the sense to see one another again, and 

this will require times where we are turning to God 

without the distraction of inputs which so 

methodically and purposefully wish to distort our 

views of others.  

Unplugging from social media can help here, too.  

I also believe we might want to think of this season 

as an opportunity for renewed service and 

hospitality . To serve and be with others, 

particularly those not like us in some critical way. 

We need to remember what it is to fellowship, to 

give each other grace, as we clumsily learn to see 

one another. That ability was frayed well before the 

pandemic. We must cultivate it now if we are to 

work our way towards a more just society. 

Michael Wear 



Outward 

Humble Receptivity: What does this person who is different from you have to 

offer you? What could you learn from their experience? Ask for their help, then 

express your gratitude through a gesture of friendship.  

Hospitality: How can you build fellowship with someone not like you? Schedule 

a coffee date, invite them to your home for a meal or ask that person to help you 

with something they know more about than you do. It is often less threatening to 

offer help than to receive it.  

Service: Who is part of your world, but not like you? Think of a way to serve 

them. 

Before finishing this study think back. Where do you see God at work as you re-

emerge? Is there one or at most two exercises you would like to continue and 

develop further? Check back with each other in a month or so to see how it is going 

and if there is a practice from this series you intend to continue.  

Resources 

Richard Foster. Celebration of Discipline 

Parker Palmer. “The Politics of the Brokenhearted”  
http://www.couragerenewal.org/parker/writings/politics-of-the-brokenhearted/ 

Howard Thurman. Jesus and the Disinherited 

Dallas Willard. Renovation of the Heart
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