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Woodstock Old Students Associa�on 
Annual Reunion, Madison, Wisconsin, June 7th, 2026 

“The Healing Ear” 
Dedicated to Sr. Linda McClenahan:  “Sister Sarge” 

Rev. Dr. Jackson Day, Class of 1959 
 
 Good morning, Woodstock friends and fellow alumni!  Since 
Music, Health and Healing is our theme this weekend, I’ll talk about 
“The Healing Ear.” As soon as that �tle came to me , I heard in my ear 
the pain in African-American spirituals, and it’s appropriate that we sing 
this one together!   
 
Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen, nobody knows the sorrow.1 
Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen:  Glory Hallelujah! 

 
Some�mes I’m up, some�mes I’m down, Oh, yes, Lord. 
Some�mes I’m almost to the ground, O, yes, Lord. 
 
Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen, nobody knows the sorrow. 
Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen:  Glory Hallelujah! 
 

 
 As we sang that spiritual together we joined the first singers of 
that song, who in a trauma�zed America, affirmed a paradox as they 
sang – nobody knew the trouble the singers faced, and yet they all 
knew because they were all enslaved together.  As they sang, their 
individual voices met healing ears.  For the most part, they could not 
change the circumstances of their lives, but engaging their voices and 
their ears in a shared song of mutual acknowledgement of pain was an 
enduring comfort and a source of healing. 
 

                                            
1 Varia�ons include “my sorrow” for “the sorrow” and “nobody knows but Jesus.” 
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 Those who first sang that spiritual were wounded.  A physical 
wound can be anything from a mosquito bite to a severed leg.  The 
traumas that don’t touch our flesh are also wounds and they too can be 
severe or mild.  Imagine them on a con�nuum.  At one end you have 
mental wounds that are diagnosable, like Post Trauma�c-Stress 
Disorder, which has to be narrowly defined for reasons of insurance and 
disability. Many of us have experienced trauma�c stress without being 
diagnosed with PTSD. O�en the threshold for seeking help is simply the 
ques�on, “is this interfering with your life?” My psychologist friends say 
that it is simply “an individual’s subjec�ve experience that determines 
whether an act is trauma�c.”2   
 

All of us have experienced pain and wounds.  Our first cry when 
we’re separated from our mother at birth.  Our first wound when the 
cord that gave us life is cut.  All of us are  wounded by life.   
 
 Most major faiths have a founda�on narra�ve.  Founda�on 
narra�ves o�en involve trauma.  In the Buddhist narra�ve, two and a 
half millenia ago Siddhartha Gautama le� his sheltered palace and 
came upon what has become known as the Four Sights:  an old man, a 
sick person, a corpse, and a wandering ascetic.  Siddhartha was 
confused and asked Chamman, his charioteer, two ques�ons – “what is 
this” and “does this happen to all people?”  Siddhartha expressed shock 
and confusion. The Four Sights together shattered the future Buddha’s 
sheltered worldview and awakened in him a profound urgency to seek 
a path beyond attachment and suffering.  How important it was that he 
was graced with another human being who listened.  Yet how o�en do 
we hear of Chamman and his healing ear? 
 

                                            
2 Jackson H. Day, Elizabeth Vermilya, Jennifer Wilkerson, Esther Giller.  “Risking Connec�on in Faith Communi�es: A Training Curriculum for Faith 
Leaders Suppor�ng Trauma Survivors.”  Bal�more, Maryland: Sidran Ins�tute Press, 2006, page 8. 
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 Whether we use the label or not, most of us in this room are 
“third culture kids”.3  We grew up in a culture other than that of our 
passport.  How exci�ng!  How privileged!  And to children bounced back 
and forth from culture to culture, how wounding!  For us, Woodstock 
was our third culture, our home culture.  Why else would we travel so 
far each year to be with each other?  
 

In our school years, the land of our passports was for many of us 
not “home.”  When we would visit for the months the missionary 
culture called “furlough”, we were expected to be who we had never 
been, to know what we had never known, and to become the people 
those around us thought we already were! Most of us found our way, 
some because they found someone to listen, others because they found 
some place to hide.   

 
Back in March, two days a�er accep�ng the invita�on to face you 

this morning, I was si�ng in an Indian restaurant in Catonsville, 
Maryland with other members of our local Curry Club, alumni of 
Woodstock and Kodaikanal, talking about going on furlough as 
members of missionary families.  “We went to Michigan.  It was awful.”  
“I spent a year in High school in New Jersey.  It was awful”  “We spent 
the year in Massachusets.  It was awful.”  Can you detect a theme 
here?  Too o�en there was no healing ear to be found. 
 
 Sometimes the expectations of our youth wounded us even as 
adults!  In 1968, with a college and seminary degree, a certificate of 
ordination, and a commission as an Army chaplain in hand, I was on my 
way back to Asia.   During that year going from mountaintop to 
mountaintop with the Fourth Infantry Division in the Central Highlands 
of Vietnam, I took photos.  When I came back, I knew what to do with 
them.  A�er all, I’m a missionary kid and I knew from my parents’ 
                                            
3 The term “third culture kids” was coined in the 1950’s by John and Ruth Hill Useem to refer to children of Americans working abroad, not fully 
rooted in either their parents’ culture or that of their residence, but a third culture of their own. 
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experience that what you do, when you arrive home, is arrange your 
slides in carousels so you can talk about them and respond to the 
invita�ons that will soon come in from churches.  So I arranged my 
photos and waited.  And waited.  Where was the healing ear?  Not un�l 
they got posted on the internet decades later did anyone ever see those 
photos! 
 
 Twenty years a�er the Vietnam war ended, a Catholic priest who 
had been an infantryman in Vietnam recognized that he needed a 
healing ear.  I imagine him thinking, “being clergy is strange, being a 
veteran is strange, and being both together is REALLY strange and I need 
to get together with others who are like me, friends who will listen – 
and hear.”  Soon he had assembled a dozen or two of us – from Roman 
Catholic to Assemblies of God.   
 

Every year we would meet for a full week somewhere in the 
country.  We had the chance – and encouragement – to tell our stories.  
We listened to each other.  Now somebody knew the trouble we’d seen, 
and somebody knew our sorrow.  Now life took on a significant new 
dimension. 
 

Soon we created spiritual healing retreats for other veterans so 
they could share the gi� we had found.  The retreats were built around 
ac�ve listening as all who wished told their stories. 

 
When the retreats began, one of us would begin by sharing our 

own story.  We told of wounds some�mes that had never been told 
before.  Spouses and significant others were invited.  O�en they had 
never heard their spouse’s story. And o�en they had an account of pain 
in their own lives to share.  One by one, retreatants would have a 
chance to tell theirs. We were inten�onal.  We adopted the prac�ce of 
the “talking s�ck.”  Whoever had the s�ck had the floor, uninterrupted.  
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Everyone else was commited to listen.  We treated what we spoke as 
sacred stories. 
 

We wondered how it is that two soldiers go through a similar 
experience, but while one suffers trauma�c stress, some�mes enduring 
for a life�me, the other doesn’t.  We learned that the one thing that 
escalates events from simply a painful happening to a trauma�c 
experience  is very o�en betrayal.   “The commander let me down.”  
“My husband cheated.”  “That park was supposed to be safe.”  We can 
even feel betrayed by God:  “Life wasn’t supposed to be this way.”   

 
I learned that betrayal is as old as the Bible -- There’s a verse in 

Psalm 55 that captures the pain: 
 
It is not enemies who taunt me  -- I could bear that. 
It is not adversaries who deal insolently with me – I could hide 

from them. 
But it is you, my equal, my companion, my familiar friend, 
 With whom I kept pleasant company. 
We walked in the house of God with the throng!4 

 
     * 

 
 Our experience of bringing healing ears to our retreats led to work 
with psychologists.  I worked with some wonderful psychologists to 
produce a book on trauma for faith leaders, and I understood more 
technically about what was going on.  We developed five important 
premises that structured the book.  They’re important and I’ll share 
them with you word for word: 

1. The experience of trauma can wound human beings in six major 
realms, many of which affect the formation of relationships. 

                                            
4 Psalm 55: 12-14 
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They are:  feelings, beliefs, judgment, frame of reference, 
memory and perception, and body and brain. 

2. Therefore relationships are central to healing from trauma.  
Relationships that are healing express Respect, Information, 
Connection and Hope. 

3. Because humans are spiritual beings, trauma affects our 
relationship with God, and our relationship with God 
contributes to our healing from trauma. 

4. Those who help trauma survivors will also be personally 
affected by the survivor’s experience and responses to the 
trauma. 

5. Communities in general, and faith communities in particular, 
extend the web of relationships, both with others and with 
God.5 

 
* 

 
 A�er we had listened to trauma narra�ves as sacred stories, we 
began seeing biblical narra�ves in a new light.   
 

Remember the story of Saul’s last days before David became king?  
Saul has headaches.  He can’t sleep.  Young David is brought in to play 
his harp to soothe him.  Instead, King Saul throws his spear at David.6  
To a veteran in our retreats, the explana�on was obvious:  Saul has 
PTSD! 
 
 We discovered the warrior Deborah, who sang praises when she 
heard Jael had driven a stake through the skull of Sisera, the enemy 
commander.  Scholars tell us that in the original Hebrew Deborah’s 
praises carry the sense of saying that “the rapist had been raped.” 7 

                                            
5 Day et al, Risking Connec�on, page 2.   
6 I Samuel 18:10-11; 1 Samuel 19:9-10 
7 Judges 5:24-27.  The NRSV says, referring to Jael,  that Sisera fell “at her feet”, but the original Hebrew could mean “between her 
legs.”  
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With those words Deborah possibly shared with us a major element of 
her trauma and her passion as a warrior.    
 
 And Job?  I began to see Job as telling a trauma narra�ve like the 
veterans we listened to, a trauma narra�ve the people around him were 
unwilling to hear.  Scholars ponder the authorship of Job.  Was it one 
person, two people, or many who first told the story?  How did it 
develop over �me?  How much was it influenced by the Babylonian 
Theodicy8 writen 500 years earlier?  At a certain point I realized that 
what was important to me was not the history of the ancient 
document, but the trauma narra�ve of the human being within it. 
 
 I experience the book of Job as a theater experience. On the stage 
before us is Job, covered with sores, deprived of his wealth, home, and 
children. Job is visited by his friends, who come not to listen but to 
explain his suffering to him.9 
 
 Can you imagine going up to someone who has just suffered a 
major loss and saying, “I’ve come to explain your suffering to you”?  Job 
is offended and angry.  He doesn’t deserve this and surely God’s court 
would agree.10 
 
 I see the author of the play, the story teller as a playwright who 
struggles to achieve a play that someone would come to see and hear.  
The challenge is that people don’t like hearing stories like Job’s.  Stories 
of trauma are too upsetting.  The playwright wonders what he must say 
or do to be heard.  So as I look toward the stage, I see that the 
playwright has created two balcony stages overlooking the main stage.  
On the right balcony I see God and Satan discussing Job’s loyalty and 

                                            
8 The “Babylonian Theodicy”, dated to about 1000 BCE, consists of 27 stanzas of acros�c poetry (each stanza begins with successive leters of the 
Akkadian alphabet) presen�ng dialogue between a sufferer who is pious, bewildered, and feels abandoned by the gods, and a friend who 
defends tradi�onal piety and the jus�ce of the gods. 
9 Beginning, Job chapter 4 
10 Job 13:3 
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deciding to test him.11  There’s the explanation for suffering!  It’s a test 
from God!  On the left balcony I see a narrator come on at the end and 
explain how Job’s loyalty was rewarded:  health, riches, and twice as 
many daughters, twice as beautiful, as the ones Satan—or God—killed 
as part of their bet. Surely that will make Job happy!12  On the two 
balconies the playwright defends the wisdom of God and the reward of 
morality.   But some of us in the audience are not placated by the 
balcony scenes – we see the man on stage, deeply traumatized, 
struggling simply to find a healing ear. 
 
 Only when I return to see the play a second night do I recognize 
that there’s another character on the main stage, another character 
who struggles to be heard, another character who often is 
misunderstood: and that is God.  God now responds with the most 
poetic description of creation to be found in scripture, but it’s laced 
with the emotion of anger: “Job, where were you when the world was 
created?”13 
 
 Job is stunned.  God is speaking to Job, but hadn’t God been 
listening?  Didn’t God hear Job’s pain?  Surely God is not one of the 
idols the psalmist describes who have ears but do not hear?14  Isn’t 
there justice in God’s court? 
 
 Then what is the meaning of  God’s angry words?  Why the anger?  
And why doesn’t God answer Job’s cry of “why?”   Therapists can tell 
you that behind anger there is often pain.  When you hear a lion’s roar 
it may be because there’s a thorn in the lion’s paw.  What does it do to 
our hearing of the story if we hear God’s speech as not an expression of 
anger but an expression of pain?  Could God’s pain be about not being 
able to explain Job’s pain?  About not being able to prevent Job’s 
                                            
11 Job 1:6-12 
12 Job 42:10-17 
13 Job 38:4 
14 Psalm 115:6, 135:17 
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suffering?  Scripture records God feeling pain at other times15 but this 
would be a unique expression of God’s remorse.  Why does God think 
of creation when God sees Job’s misery?  Could it be that in creating 
human freedom, God knows he created human pain?  I think Job, 
whose pain his community avoided hearing, was able to hear the pain 
God clothed in anger, whether or not Job could explain it.  Somehow in 
God’s pain Job feels heard, and the ice of his own anger melts. 
 
 And so we are told that Job becomes one of the few Bible 
characters who say they have seen God.  In that moment, in the face of 
all the explanations and moralizing of the other characters and the 
pleasant fictions on the balcony stages, you have two characters on 
stage who are truth speakers.  They have spoken their own truths.  
Each has heard the other’s truth. Job and God embrace in a moment of 
intimacy that will never be fully understood.  “ I had heard of you by 
the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees you, therefore I despise 
myself, and repent in dust and ashes.”16   
 
 The author who put the account of Job in its present form is the 
true hero of the story because he – or she – listened to Job and tried to 
convey Job’s voice so we could listen and hear it as well.  If we can 
listen to Job, without acting like his friends or escaping to the balconies 
of platitude, and we can listen to God without being distracted by God’s 
grieving anger, then we have tuned our own healing ear to be of value 
to others. 
 

* 
 

That was all thousands of years ago.  Does the healing ear actually 
make a difference today? I asked that of my research assistant, 

                                            
15 Genesis 6:6, Hosea 11:8-9, Isaiah 63:9, Jeremiah 31:20 
16 Job 42:5-6 
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Microso� Co-Pilot, who assured me it could give me hundreds of 
illustra�ons – from around the world, over �me, typically from 
newspapers, with the source specified.  Here are a few of them! 

 In 1961 Mrs. Ruth Hightower was a white shopkeeper in Jackson, 
Mississippi.  Gloria Johnson was a student who entered the shop shaken 
a�er being harassed.  Hightower quietly locked the door, made coffee, 
and listened. Johnson regained composure and later joined the 
Freedom Riders.  Hightower, the shopkeeper, said, “She needed a safe 
ear.”17 
 
 In 1966 in Trenton, a 13-year old New Jersey paperboy named 
Michael DeSan�s encountered one of his elderly subscribers, who told 
him she was just “ready to give up.” Michael stayed, listened, and told 
his parents.  The subscriber got medical care and recovered.  Michael 
said, “She talked, so I listened.”18 
 
 In 1989 Alan Brooks was a taxi driver in London when a passenger 
began crying in the back seat. Brooks pulled over and asked if she 
wanted to talk.  A�er a while the passenger abandoned her plan to 
harm herself and later wrote to thank him.  Brooks said, “I just 
listened.”19 
 
 In 1994 in Omaha, Nebraska there was a veteran named Walter 
who had never spoken about his war�me trauma.  A 17-year old high 
school senior named Sarah Kline conducted an interview as part of a 
school oral-history assignment.  A�er ge�ng Walter’s consent to the 
interview, she listened aten�vely.  That opened a floodgate.  Walter’s 
family said that evening he slept peacefully for the first �me in years.  
Sarah said, “I just let him talk.20 

                                            
17 SNCC Oral History Project, interview MS-61-22, cited by Microso� Co-Pilot. 
18 Trenton Times, December 18, 1966, cited by Microso� Co-Pilot. 
19 The Guardian, December 4, 1989, cited by Microso� Co-Pilot. 
20 Library of Congress Veterans History Project, interview NE-94-17, cited by Microso� Co-Pilot. 
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 In 1973 Tommy O’Rourke was a bartender in San Francisco, 
California.  A patron said he “didn’t want to go on.”  O’Rourke closed 
early, walked him outside, and listened for an hour.  The man sought 
help the next day.  O’Rourke said, “He needed someone to hear him.”21 
 

Psychologists can study why and how the healing ear makes a 
difference—but it is something anyone can offer.  And it is something 
most of us need at some �me in our lives.  Now in the spiritual that 
follows – can you hear the difference a healing ear can make? 22 

 
Some�mes I feel like a motherless child, Some�mes I feel like a 
motherless child 
Some�mes I feel like a motherless child,  
a long way from home, a long way from home! 
 
Some�mes I feel like I’m almost gone, Some�mes I feel like I’m almost 
gone 
Some�mes I feel like I’m almost gone,  
A long way from home, a long way from home!  
 
Some�mes I feel like an eagle in the sky, Some�mes I feel like an eagle 
in the sky 
Some�mes I feel like an eagle in the air,   
a long way I’ve come, a long way I’ve come. 

 

                                            
21San Francisco Chronicle, September 11, 1973, cited by Microso� Co-Pilot. 
22 We don’t know where the “eagle in the sky” line came from.  We’ve traced “eagle in the air” to Mary Travers in 1965 but it likely appeared 
before that.   I’m the one who changed “from home” to “I’ve come.”  JHD. 

 
 


