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This is a story about love. Oh I know, it’s not going to sound much like it’s about love 

when I start talking about the day I walked out of my former church and never returned. 

That’ll make you think it’s a story about dissatisfaction or theological differences or 

burnout. But I’m telling you … this is really a story about love. 

I’ll start at the beginning, the day that began the rift between my private spiritual 

beliefs – how I was praying in secret – and the public expression of my spirituality.  

That Sunday in April 2002 started like many others, with me going to worship and then 

coming home. Just an ordinary day. Then the phone rang. It was my sister-in-law telling me 

that my brother had died. Suddenly. Unexpectedly. As I raced over there I couldn’t make 

sense of what was happening. A sudden death is a surreal experience. After making 

multiple phone calls telling people what had happened I plopped down on the floor in their 

living room exhausted. It was then I heard my deceased grandmother calling my brother’s 

name in the unique way she had. But it wasn’t just the voice I heard. I was engulfed in a 

feeling of love and joy at their reunion. This feeling was unlike anything I experienced 

before or since.  
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This was odd and I didn’t quite know how to process it. Nor did I know how to 

process my now deceased brother visiting me 2 days later asking me, well really telling me, 

to take care of his family. And then he kept visiting me until I told him to leave me alone 

because I didn’t know how to process my experiences.   

My public expression of religion was the same. I was still going to worship every 

week. Still involved in the leadership at the church and in the music program. But my 

private beliefs were more jumbled up. I replaced my Bible studies and devotionals with 

books written by mediums and books about developing spiritual gifts.  

I mostly kept what I was doing secret.  I quickly learned who was safe for me to talk 

to and who wasn’t. A friend who had experienced vivid dreams about loved ones, SAFE. 

Another friend who thought I was cavorting with demons, NOT SAFE. I understood this to a 

certain extent. I was toying with things the Bible denounces and I had a lot of fear. But I 

couldn’t deny my personal experiences, and I believed these experiences were coming from 

love. They were filled with love, and connecting me in love to those who had passed on.  

I approached these new experiences the way I did most things in my life – through 

research and curiosity. But as I was doing so, my private expression and understanding of 

spirituality was diverging more and more from my public persona. I was confused about 

what I believed but I hung onto what I thought were “good” religious practices in the hopes 

that everything would start to make sense. But it didn’t, and the disparity between public 

and private got to the point where I felt I was being hypocritical by attending worship 

services.  

So it was another spring Sunday 7 years after my brother’s death that led me to 

make a new choice and stop going to church. There was no inciting incident leading me to 

mailto:Joni@SpiritualGeography.net


  3 
Praying in Secret, September 29, 2019 

©2019, Joni Miller, Joni@SpiritualGeography.net  www.SpiritualGeography.net 

walk away, just on a very deep level I realized my public expression of my faith didn’t 

match what I was feeling on the inside.  

The verses we read from Matthew leading up to the Lord’s Prayer talk about 

hypocrisy. Someone who may be publicly devout and yet privately disconnected from God. 

The verses in Matthew surrounding this passage also talk about motivations for other 

religious acts – don’t fast or give to the needy just to be seen by others but do them because 

they are right and just. We’ve seen examples of this kind of hypocrisy: a high profile pastor 

who is caught embezzling millions of dollars or caught visiting prostitutes.   

But there’s an assumption buried within these passages from Matthew: the 

assumption that we, the listener, know what “good” religious practices look like.  Jesus was, 

by and large, talking to people who had a relatively common culture. So knowing what was 

expected and valued wasn’t as much in question then as it is today.  

The society in which we live is the antithesis of a common culture, especially in the 

highly transient area of Washington, DC.  Germantown, Silver Spring, and Gaithersburg are 

all listed in the top 10 most diverse cities in the US, according to one survey. While that 

makes for great dining experiences, it also creates big variety in many things, including 

religion.  So what does “good” religion, good religious practices, look like in this varied 

culture? If we were pretending to be devout, what would that even look like? 

My hypocrisy wasn’t like that. I wasn’t pretending to be devout to look good. I was 

pretending because I didn’t know what else to do. How else to be. Once I accepted I wasn’t 

going back to church, I felt free from expectations and constraints, free from the things I 

thought I “should be” doing. God and I were good. It was my family who didn’t quite 

understand.  
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I started going to yoga on Sunday mornings instead of church. I explored different 

practices and beliefs, including many which could be considered “new age.” I approached 

everything with a healthy skepticism, using knowledge as a way to gain wisdom and make 

sense of my personal experiences.  I was redefining who I was, and how I expressed my 

spirituality. I was deepening my connection to God because I was finding the divine 

everywhere. In people I met, religions I studied, and practices I explored.  

I attended a weekly spiritual development group.  One night in the group, one of the 

men there relayed a story about being invited to a church the previous Sunday.  He talked 

about how horrible the experience had been and he did a fair amount of religion-bashing. 

Complaining about and criticizing religion was common in some of the “spiritual but not 

religious” circles I frequented. It made me uncomfortable but I never said anything. Nor did 

I say anything that night, but something in me changed.  

As soon as I started driving home it hit me. He was criticizing people who are 

religious, and he was criticizing people like my friend who thought I was cavorting with 

demons, someone who has a deep and abiding faith life. We don’t agree on a lot of things, 

but I never doubt the sincerity and strength of her connection to God. 

Then something else hit me. My silence in the face of his sermonizing was just as 

hypocritical as when I was attending worship services without really believing. I was still 

hiding who I was and what I believed; I was just hiding among different people. 

So I started speaking up. I developed passionate arguments about the relevance of 

organized religion. How we shouldn’t throw the baby out with the bathwater because there 

are problems. Arguments about the deep faith and spirituality of some Christians I know.  
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My arguments were all about connection, rather than beliefs. Arguments about love. 

When done well, churches provide community support and caring like no secular group 

can. How long does it take you to organize meals being delivered when you hear of 

someone undergoing treatments for cancer? A yoga class would want to help but there the 

emphasis is more on individual growth rather than community caring. And churches care. 

It’s part of the mission. People want to be the hands and feet of Jesus in the world and 

express love to others. Churches create community and connection. 

But connection to self is here also. When done well, churches challenge each person 

to grow in faith. And there can be a level of accountability that kind of pushes us to grow. 

Some other spiritual paths are singular, leaving it up to us to hold ourselves accountable.  

And it’s not just sermons and Bible studies. Service is a form of growth. There are 

opportunities for service whether it’s supporting mission projects or picking weeds out of 

the church garden. Churches provide ways to grow in faith and service. 

And, yes, churches provide multiple ways to connect to God. Through all of the 

aforementioned ways but also through worship. Prayer. Communion. Music.   

Love. When done well, churches broker in love. Love for God, love for others, and 

even love for self.  

There is often a difference between someone’s public spirituality – the things they’re 

willing to talk about -- and their private spirituality. Private spirituality is very closely held 

and we often don’t want to share because of fear of criticism or rejection. Mother Teresa 

wanted her letters destroyed after her death, perhaps for that very reason. In her letters 

she shares her doubts about her faith, times when she felt she was being a hypocrite for her 

thoughts and feelings not being aligned with her words and deeds. 
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What a blessing those letters weren’t destroyed. What a gift to people of faith 

everywhere to know that it’s normal to doubt. That questioning is as much a part of a 

spiritual journey as faith.  

There will always be things we hide or keep to ourselves. That’s normal and natural. 

We wouldn’t want to hear everyone’s private thoughts. Hearing our own is scary enough at 

times. But there are times when opening up to others to process and try to make sense of 

our thoughts is really helpful. So how do we help people who are questioning? 

It takes a little bravery to let someone into our private spirituality. There’s often a 

risk your deeply held beliefs will be belittled or dismissed. When someone is willing to 

open up to you to share a little of their inner world, it’s a gift. It’s a precious gift and should 

be treated like a treasure. 

But we don’t really know how to do this. Often someone sharing something we 

disagree with bumps up so hard against our belief system that we get defensive. So here is 

my quick primer for how to be a safe space for someone to share: Silently tell yourself that 

you are receiving a gift and find a space of gratitude for the gift you are receiving. Listen. 

Then listen some more. Sit on your hands if necessary to stop yourself from contradicting 

them. Ask questions. Never assume. Respect that they are honestly seeking greater 

understanding and seeking for greater connection with the divine.  

Be a safe person first, before sharing your beliefs.  We all have doubts and questions 

and are trying to make sense of our world. 

We are enriched by more open sharing of our lives and our experiences. We only see 

through our own eyes but by listening to someone else’s story somehow our vision 

expands.    
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Did you notice the Henri Nouwen quote on the front of the bulletin?  

 “Teaching, therefore, asks first of all the creation of a space where students and 

teachers can enter into a fearless communication with each other and allow their 

respective life experiences to be their primary and most valuable source of growth 

and maturation. It asks for a mutual trust in which those who teach and those who 

want to learn can become present to each other, not as opponents, but as those who 

share in the same struggle and search for the same truth.” 

I promised at the beginning that this is a story about love. My journey began with 

love for and from my brother. Love of God propelled me forward as I tried to make sense of 

what I was experiencing. Loving myself led me to seek alignment between private and 

public spirituality. Love for my religious friends led me to stand up for religion. And love 

led me to RUC in 2013, a few months after I started defending religion and realized I missed 

it.    

Love. Jesus implored us to be true in our faith, to not be hypocrites. But our 

perspective and understanding of our faith changes as we go through life. Let us explore 

our differences with love and be love for one another. 
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