Theology & Brew Discussion

Presbyterian Church of Western Springs @ Hillgrove Tap, 12/15/25

Barbara Brown Taylor: "This Hunger for Holiness"

Krista Tippett is a Peabody Award-winning broadcaster, National Humanities Medalist, and
New York Times bestselling author. She is the creator and host of On Being, a public radio
program and podcast that explores questions of meaning, faith, ethics, and what it means to
be human. The show has become one of the most important spaces for thoughtful
conversation about spirituality and religion in American public life.

In this 2023 conversation, Tippett speaks with Episcopal priest and author Barbara Brown
Taylor, whose books include

An Altar in the World, Leaving Church, Learning to Walk in the Dark, and Holy Envy: Finding
God in the Faith of Others. Taylor left parish ministry in the late 1990s and spent two
decades teaching religion at Piedmont College. The excerpts below capture key moments
from their wide-ranging dialogue.

Source: On Being with Krista Tippett (April 6, 2023)
Note: Audio and full transcript available at the link above.

On Searching and Belonging

Krista Tippett: How do you think about what you were looking for, what you
were searching for?

Barbara Brown Taylor: Oh, there's so many answers because in high school, |
was looking for friends and all my friends went to churches and wanted me to
go with them to churches. So that was the belonging stage. And after that, it
was mostly realizing | hadn't found it yet. So it was mostly a sense that | was
being drawn to a place with people | cared about, but what | was looking for
wasn't there. So what was | looking for? Some sense that | was being told the
truth about the way things really were. And instead, | think | often found
caricatures or warnings about the way things were. Especially as a young
person, a lot of people lobbying for my soul, both denominationally and
theologically.

So it took me until my middle year of seminary to walk into a church in
downtown New Haven and feel like | was home. Though now when | look back
on it, it was like Hogwarts. | mean, | can't believe that's what | fell in love with,
but | did.


https://onbeing.org/
https://onbeing.org/programs/barbara-brown-taylor-this-hunger-for-holiness/

A New Definition of Holiness

Tippett: In the beginning of the section of Leaving Church, you have a quote
from Teilhard de Chardin, which | really loved: "What we are all more or less
lacking at this moment is a new definition of holiness." And it almost felt to
me like that's a better descriptor of the search that is on. | don't know, where
does that language of "a new definition of holiness" take your theological
imagination right now?

Taylor: It takes me in so many directions. | realize as we speak, I'm thinking of
things like my age and the region in which | live, and the ways in which holiness
is used. Where | live, it's most often in terms of Pentecostal Holiness churches.
So that would be the free association for that. And yet, the hunger for holiness
in terms of a sense of being rooted — grounded in shifting ground — which
oddly means that to be, what, to be holy is to keep one's balance while the
earth moves under our feet.

There's a lot. | would love to play with that word for the whole rest of our time,
but | like it much better than "religious" or "spiritual," but to be a seeker after
the sacred or the holy, which ends up for me being the really real. But not just
the materialist really real, but the really real that's got layers all the way down.

The Practice of Wearing Skin

Tippett: You've talked about "the daily practice of incarnation — of being in
the body with full confidence that God speaks the language of flesh."

Taylor: That's what came up quickly and clearly for me, was no longer standing
up to speak in a community that shared a language and spoke it with some
coherence back and forth, also some lively variation and what they meant by
all those multisyllabic theological words. But then, all of a sudden, to be in a
college classroom with students of many faiths and no faiths to whom it meant
little, next to nothing. When | compare the teaching of World Religions, which
was full of practices, dance and music, and body decoration and mandalas, and
going from that to Intro to Christian Theology, it was like going from a festival
to a cemetery, in terms of where the body just vanished. It all went up into the
head to figure out whether our ontology fit with our eschatology and whether
our doxologies were adequate. It was a big challenge for me to either stop
using the language or find a way to put skin and flesh on the language. And I've
kept that through the years. I'm a champion of body language when speaking
of the holy, which for some people is counterintuitive, because they've been
taught the body has nothing to do with what is holy. But | beg to differ.



Tippett: Somewhere though — and this was more positive — | think you said,
"Sometimes, when people ask me about my prayer life, | describe hanging
laundry on the line."

Taylor: Or all kinds of things. Hanging laundry on the line, like they're prayer
flags and thinking of the people whose laundry it is, and being grateful to the
wind for blowing it around. And then, going from that to filling a horse trough
with water so that these great big vegetarians can get something to drink
during their days. But thank goodness for people like Brother Lawrence in
Christian religious tradition, or others who found their vocations in kitchens
and sweeping.

Thank goodness for him and others like him who at least carved out a wedge in
the Christian pie for those who did the most ordinary things in the world with
reverence, or at least with some awareness that reverence was possible in the
most ordinary things on earth. That's where | live.

Wilderness and Deep Suffering

Tippett: One of the things, when you talk about incarnation and the body,
you said, "Deep suffering makes theologians of us all."

Taylor: Yes. | was never good at hospital calls. Because | was pretty sure | knew
why | was there, but it meant offering to pray preferably from

The Book of Common Prayer. And that never seemed to me like what was
called for once | was in the room. And quite often, if | would sit there quiet
long enough — | don't mean to be a bummer here, but what people would get
around to saying is how odd it was that they did not feel the presence of God.
That in their hardest hours they felt abandoned. And that called for a different
kind of prayer.

But again, that was probably the point at which my theological training
required me to learn how to be an improvisational holy person. And that called
for as much creativity as | could come up with, but mostly not many words.
Whatever that says about the theological language. Nope. It was better to rub
someone's feet or just sit and breathe together. But then, | always wondered if
| was doing my job.

Tippett: What is this, if wilderness is part of the human condition, what role
does it play? What is it there for? Or what does it do in and for us when we
encounter it? What have you learned about that?

Taylor: Well, your ego will get a major thump. | think of wilderness as where
you get a feel for your true size. It was the main gift of my leaving the city



where | lived happily for 25 years to live in the country, where I've now lived 30
years. And nothing, where | live now, is human scale. Everything in the city was
human scale. Beautiful, fantastic buildings built by people, and parks planned
by people. But now I live without a single human-made thing visible off my
front porch. So that's a very comfortable wilderness, but I'm very clear about
my size in that scale.

If it is a lost wilderness, one in which I'm lost — whether through illness or
newness or travel — | learn how much | need other people. | think of myself as
a solitary and yet wilderness is when I'm really desperate for a companion, for
someone who knows the way, or at least someone to talk to at night.

What else does wilderness teach? Wilderness — it's important for me to
remember, wilderness stories are only good if you make it out alive. | think
often in the stories | was taught about Exodus, it was as if the people who went
in were the people who came out. And that's not so. Generations perished in
between.

Tippett: Even Moses didn't come out.

Taylor: | know, | know. And why don't we ever hear that? And that's especially
pertinent to now. | know so many people desperate to make a difference now
to turn things around now. And it's really hard to say, "You know, it's possible
we're part of a bucket brigade here and you got the bucket from somebody
else and you're going to hand it on. And we'll only know the middle." We don't
know. All we know are middles in this.

So it's important for me also to remember that people perish in the wilderness.
They're not just improved. People perish there. And with any luck, with any
legacy, they make it possible for the next generation to go on with some kind
of hope/confidence/courage/willingness.

The Poured-Out Church

Tippett: Something that's interesting to me, continuing this trajectory that
we started on in the 1960s where you and | were both around. God was
dead. | would say | feel, | experience, all the time, | feel like God is making a
comeback. Now what that very tiny word "God" means when different
people use it, of course, has as much variation as there are lives. But | feel
like people are realizing — and | mean scientists, all kinds of people in all
endeavors, are realizing it's not a word we can do without and it's also a
word that has a lot of possibility in it. But now | think the headline, which
would've been more shocking in the 1960s, is perhaps the death of the
church and the emptying of church post-lockdown.



Taylor: | love everything you just said. | would love for you to just rewind and
say it all again because | think it is so true that people are talking about loss of
faith, loss of God, and | think it's loss of church. | really think it's church that's
suffering now. And it was suffering long before COVID put it in isolation. But |
think a lot of people during that couple of years, I've talked to them, who
discovered either how eager they were to get back or that they weren't going
back. So | do think this is about church.

| am intrigued by the idea of what it means for the church to be emptying now.
And | am still naive enough to believe — well, you just put me in company with
Bonhoeffer. I'm not naive. | trust the Holy Spirit, Krista. That's where I'm still
real religious, is | still trust that wind that blows things around, and you don't
know where it came from and you don't know where it goes, but it's going to
blow. And it's blowing all the time. And the interesting thing is people my age
get so distressed by what it's blowing around. And then | meet younger people
who are just comfortable with that. That's the way a lot of their lives have
been. They never expected to have one job or live in one place or love one
person or were not raised the way | am.

But | think it's a terrifying time — there are a lot of buildings, there are a lot of
pensions. There are a lot of people's invested lives that are being shaken. It is
also a really exciting time to see what happens next. And | won't know.

I'm liking your "emptying" talk, and | don't think that's "ending" talk. | just think
it's emptying. And there's no room to pour anything new into a full cup.

What Is Saving Your Life Right Now?

Tippett: So | think my final question to you is a question that you describe
being asked for the first time. | think it was maybe a priest who invited you
to speak at his church, and you said, "What do you want me to talk about?"
And they said, "Why don't you just talk about what is saving your life right
now?" And that became a question that you found valuable, also asking
yourself and asking others. So if | ask you that question today: what is saving
your life right now?

Taylor: That was John Claypool, also blessed memory, who asked me that
guestion. | love the right-now-ness of it, Krista. | think that's the answer.
What's saving my life right now in my early 70s, married to a man who turns 86
next month, going to more funerals than baptisms, with all that we've talked
about that there is to lament. "Right now" has become a place where | can
find, every day, great joy if | don't get too ahead of myself. If | get way ahead of
myself, I'll need to take more drugs or something.



But if | can stay right now, there is something every single day that is worth
staying alive for and worth increasing the life available to everything and
everyone about me within a local radius. So what's saving my life right now is
this locality I've been talking about. | am at this moment a better grandmother,
aunt, sister, spouse than I've ever been by my own measure because I'm
attending in ways | have not attended. So what's saving my life right now is the
old mantra of staying in the present as best | can and being amazed that life, as
it unrolls every single day, is more than scenery as | rush from here to there.
That it's the real deal.

What happens bit by bit, by bit. Whether it's making a bed for a guest coming
and anticipating what we'll eat, or it's planning what | want to do at the public
library. I'm a terrible volunteer. | don't show up nearly often enough, but every
day, every day, attending to the everyday. And it is such a cliché almost now,
but | think it must be because it's true. So what's saving my life right now is
being in here right now as best | can, and for this past hour-and-a-half with
you.
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