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THELITTLEWNAY
JANUARYL3,2020

Most of us have heard of St. Thereseof Lisieux,a Frenchmystic
who died at age 24 in 1897and who is perhapsthe most popular
saint of the lasttwo centuries. She® famous for many things, not
least for a spirituality she called her Qittle wayd. What@ her Qittle
wayo?

Popularthought hasoften encrusted both Thereseand her Gittle

wayo within a simple piety which doesnd do justiceto the depth of
her person or her spirituality. Too often her Qittle wayd is under-
stood simplyto meanthat we do little, hidden,humble, actsof cha-
rity for others in the name of Jesus,without expecting anythingin
return. In this popular interpretation we do the laundry, peel pota-
toes, and smileat unpleasantpeopleto pleaseJesusin someways,
of course,this istrue; however her Qittle wayd merits a deeperun-
derstanding.

Yes,it doesaskusto do humble choresand be nice to eachother
in the name of Jesusbut there are deeper dimensionsto it. Her
Qittle way0 is a path to sanctity basedon three things: Littleness,
Anonymity,and a ParticularMotivation.

Littleness:For ThereseQittlenessd does not refer first of all to the
littleness of the act that we are doing, like the humble tasks of
doing the laundry, peeling potatoes, or giving a simple smileto so-
meonewho®& unpleasant.lt refersto our own littleness, to our own
radicalpoverty before God.Before God,we arelittle. Toacceptand
act out of that constitutes humility. We move towards God and
others in her Qittle wayd when we do small acts of charity for
others, not out of our strength and the virtue we feel at that mo-
ment, but rather out of a poverty, powerlessness,and emptiness
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that allows God® graceto work through us so that in doing what
wede doing wede drawing others to Godand not to ourselves.

Aswell, our littleness makesus aware that, for the most part, we
cannot do the big things that shape world history. But we can
changethe world more humbly, by sowing a hidden seed,by being
a hidden antibiotic of health inside the soul of humanity, and by
splitting the atom of love inside our own selves.And yes,too, the
Qittle way®d is about doing little, humble, hiddenthings.

Anonymity: Theresés Qittle wayd refers to what& hidden, to
what® done in secret, so that what the Fatherseesin secretwill be
rewardedin secret And what hiddenis not our act of charity, but
we, ourselves,who are doing the act. In Thereses Qittle wayd our
little acts of charity will go mostly unnoticed, will seeminglyhave
no realimpacton world history, andwond bring usanyrecognition.
Theydl remain hidden and unnoticed; but insidethe Body of Christ
what hidden, selfless,unnoticed, self-effacing, and seeminglyin-
significantand unimportant is the most vital vehicleof all for grace
at adeeperlevel. JustasJesusdid not saveusthrough sensational
miracles and headlinemaking deeds but through selfless obe-
dienceto his Father and quiet martyrdom, our deedstoo can re-
main unknown so that our deaths and the spirit we leave behind
canbecomeour real fruitfulness.

Finally,her Qittle way® is predicated on a ParticularMotivation. We
areinvited to act out of our littleness and anonymity and do small
actsof love and serviceto others for a particularreason,that is, to,
metaphorically,wipe the face of the suffering Christ. How so?

Thereseof Lisieuxwasan extremely blessedand gifted person.De-
spite alot of tragedyin her earlylife, shewas (by her own admission
and testimony of others) loved in away that was so pure, sodeep,
and sowonderfully affectionate that it leavesmost peoplein envy.

Back to the LIST



Shewas alsoa very attractive child and was bathed in love and se-
curity inside an extended family within which her every smile and
tear were noticed, honored, (and often photographed). But asshe
grew in maturity it didnd take her long to notice that what wastrue
in her life wasnd true of most others. Their smilesand tears went
mostly unnoticed and were not honored. Her Qittle way® is there-
fore predicatedon this particular motivation. In her own words:

GDne Sunday,looking at a picture of Our Lord on the Cross| was
struck by the blood flowing from oneof hisdivinehands.| felt apang
of great sorrow when thinking this blood wasfalling on the ground
without anyones hasteningto gatherit up. | wasresolvedto remain
in spirit at the foot of the Crossandto receiveits dew.8 Oh,| dond
want this preciousblood to be lost. | shallspendmy life gatheringit
up for the goodof souls.8 Tolivefrom loveisto dry YourFaceod

Tolive her Qittle wayd is to notice and honor the unnoticed tears
falling from the suffering facesof others.

INADEQUACYHURTANDRECONCILIATION
JANUARY20,2020

Evenwith the best intentions, evenwith no maliceinside us, evenwhen we
are faithful, we sometimescannot not hurt eachother. Ourhuman situation
is simplytoo complexat times for usnot to wound eachother.

Here® an example: SorenKierkegaard who spent hiswhole life trying to be
scrupulouslyfaithful to what Godwascallinghimto, once hurt awoman very
deeply.Asayoung man, he hadfallen in love with awoman, Regine,who, in
return, loved him deeply. But as their marriage date approached, Kierke-
gaard was beset with an internal crisis,one both psychologicaland moral,
within which he discernedthat their marriage would, long range, be the
causefor deep unhappinessfor both of them and he called off the engage-
ment. Thatdecisionhurt Regine,deeplyand permanently.Sheneverforgave
him and he, for his part, was haunted for the rest of hislife by the fact that
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he had hurt her so badly. Initially, he wrote her anumber of letters trying to
explain his decisionand apologizing for hurting her, hoping for her under-
standing and forgiveness.Eventually,he gave up, evenashe wrote page af-
ter pagein his private journals secondguessinghimself, castigating himself,
andthen, conversely,trying to justify himself againand againin his decision
not to marry her.

Nearlyten yearsatfter that fateful decision,with Reginenow marriedto so-
meoneelse,he spentweekstrying to draft the right letter to her z askingfor
forgiveness, offering new explanations for his actions, and begging for
another chanceto talk with her. He struggledto find the right words, some-
thing that might bring about an understanding.Hefinally settled on this let-
ter:

Cruell was,that istrue. Why?Iindeed,you do not know that.

Silentl havebeen,that is certain. OnlyGodknowswhat | havesufferedz may
Godgrantthat | do not, evennow, speaktoo soonafter all!

Marry| couldnot. Evenif youwerestill free, | couldnot.

However,youhavelovedme, asl haveyou.l owe youmuchz andnow you are
married.Allright, | offer youfor the secondime what | cananddareandought
to offer you:reconciliation.

| do this in writing in order not to surpriseor overwhelmyou. Perhapamy per-
sonalitydid oncehavetoo strong an effect; that must not happenagain.But
for the sakeof Godin heaven pleasegiveseriousconsideratiornto whetheryou
darebecomeinvolvedin this, andif so,whetheryoupreferto speakwith meat
onceor would rather exchangesomeletters first.

If the answeris ®lodz would youthen pleaserememberfor the sakeof abetter
world that | took this stepaswell.

Inanycaseasin the beginning

sountil now, sincerelyandcompletely

devotedly,yourS.K.

(ClareCarlisleTheHeartof a PhilosopherPenguinBook,c2019p. 215)

Well,the answerwas od. Hehad enclosedhisletter in another letter which
he sentto her husband,askinghim to decidewhether or not to giveit to his
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wife. It was returned unopened,accompaniedby an angry note, his offer of
reconciliationwas bitterly rejected.

What the moral here?Simplythis: We hurt eachother; sometimesthrough
selfishness sometimesthrough carelessnesssometimesthrough infidelity,
sometimesthrough cruelintention, but sometimestoo when there isno sel-
fishness,no carelessnessno betrayal, no cruelty of intention z but only the
cruelty of circumstance,inadequacy,and human limit. We sometimes hurt
eachother asdeeply through being faithful asthrough being unfaithful, al-
beit in adifferent way. But irrespectiveof whether there® moral fault, betra-
yal, or an intended cruelty, there still deep hurt, sometimesso deep that,
this side of eternity, no healingwill take place.

Would that it be otherwise. Would that Kierkegaardcould have explained
himselfsofully that Reginewould have understood and forgiven him, would
that eachof us could explain ourselvesso fully that we would be alwaysun-
derstood and forgiven, andwould that all of our livescould end like awarm-
hearted movie where, before the closing credits, everything is understood
andreconciled.

But that not the way it alwaysends;indeed, that® not eventhe way it en-
ded for Jesus.He died being looked at as a criminal, as a religious blasphe-
mer, as someonewho had done wrong. Hisoffer of reconciliation was also
returned unopened,accompaniedby abitter note.

| once visited a young man in who was dying of cancerat age 56. Already
bedriddenandin hospicecare,but with his mind still clear, he sharedthis: O
amdying with this consolation: If | havean enemyin this world, | dond know
who it is. | cand think of asinglepersonthat | needto be reconciledwith.6

Few of usarethat lucky. Most of us are still looking at some envelopesthat
havebeenreturned unopened.

ONSELFHATREDANDGUILT
JANUARY27,2020

Recentlyon the popular television program, SaturdayNightLive,acomedian

made arather colorful wisecrackin responseto ananswerthat NancyPelosi
had givento ajournalistwho hadaccusedher of hating the President.Pelosi
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had stated that, asa RomanCatholic,she hates no one z and this prompted
the comedianto make this quip: QAs a Catholic,| know there® alwaysone
personyou hate z yourself.0

Ian not someonewho easilyupset by religiousjokes.Humoris supposedto

have an edge and comediansplay animportant archetypalrole here, that of

the GCourt Jeste® whose task it isto deflate whatever® pompous. Religion
isoften fair game.Indeed,| appreciatedthe wit in this wisecrack.Still, some-
thing bothers me about this particular wisecrackbecauseit playsinto a cer-
tain stereotype that®, unfortunately, very common today wherein people

from all kinds of religious backgrounds (this is not specificto Roman Ca-
tholics) blametheir religiousupbringing for the strugglesthey havewith self-

hatred and guilt feelings.

How true is this?Is our religious upbringing the root causeof our struggles
with self-hatred and guilt feelings?

Obviouslyour religious upbringing does play somerole here, but it® far too
simplistic (and not particularly helpful) to blame all of this, or even most of
it, on our religious upbringing. Psychologistsand anthropologists assureus
that the issueof self-hatred and free-floating guilt isinfinitely more complex,
especiallysincewe seeit playingout in people of everykind of religiousback-
ground aswell asin people who have no religiousbackgroundat all. Strug-
gleswith self-hatred and guilt is not a particularly RomanCatholicphenome-
non, Protestant phenomenon, Evangelicalpphenomenon, Jewish phenome-
non, or Moslem phenomenon;it® a universalphenomenonthat makesitself
felt in most every sensitiveperson. Moreover that struggle is not alwaysun-
healthy.

Any morally sensitive person, unlike someone who& morally calloused,will
constantly be self-assessingpften anxiousasto whether she® being selfish
rather than good, and perenniallyworrying that some of her words and ac-
tions mayhavehurt others anddamagedher relationshipwith God.Toexpe-
rience this kind of anxiety is preciselyto be struggling with feelings of self-
hatred and guilt; but, at one level, this is in fact healthy. When wede an-
xiously self-assessingthere far lessdanger that we will take others, take
the gift of life, or the take the goodnessof Godfor granted. Moral sensitivity
is avirtue and, like aesthetic sensitivity, it keepsyou healthily fearful lest in
ignoranceand insensitivityyou paint amoustacheon the Mona Lisa.
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Some of this, of course, is unhealthy. As Freud taught us, our conscience
doesnd tell us what right and what® wrong, it only tells us how we feel
about our actions.And when we haveguilt feelingsabout what we havejust

done or left undone those feelings are, no doubt, often powerfully influen-
cedby the socialand moral standardsthat havebeen put into usaschildren
by our parents, our teachers,our culture, and our religious upbringing. Our
religiousand moral upbringing doesleaveusstruggling with somefalseguilt.

But, that beingadmitted, there are deepercausesasto why we struggle with
self-hatred and free-floating guilt and why we just never quite feel good
enough.

If we could review our livesin avideo, we would seethe countlesstimes we
were in, every kind of way, told that wede not good, not adequate, not lo-
veable,not valued,not precious.Wewould seethe countlesstimes we were
shamedn our enthusiasmandthis, | submit, more than any other factor, lies
at the root of our self-hatred, our free-floating feelings of guilt, and the bit-
ternesswe so frequently feel towards others.

It starts in the highchairwhen, astoddlers, in our blind energy, we eat too
enthusiasticallyand aretold not to eat like a pig. Likewise,astoddlers, full of
food and zest, we shout and throw some food on the floor and are told to
stop it, to shut up, that our natural energiesarend healthy. Then,as a pre-
schooler,we are often further shamedin our enthusiasm.Eventuallythings
move on to the playground,the classroom,andinto our family circleswhere
our uniquenessand preciousnessare not often sufficiently recognizedor va-
lued, where wede frequently ignored, put down, treated unfairly, bullied,
made aware of our inferiorities and failures, and, in ways subtle and not-so-
subtle, told that wede not good enough. Thissetsusup for the rejectionswe
absorbin adulthood, for the jealousieswe feel when the livesof others look
so much richer than our own, for the unexpressedbitterness we nurse be-
causeof our own inadequaciesandfor the guilt we feel becauseof our own
betrayals.

It isnd primarily becauseof our religioustraining that we hate ourselvesand
are haunted by alot of free-floating guilt.

Yes,most of us Catholicsdo hate ourselves.Sadly,would it were otherwise,
sotoo doeseveryoneelse.
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MAGNANIMITY
FEBRUARS, 2020

What doesit meanto be big-hearted, magnanimous?

Onceduring a baseballgamein high schoolan umpire made very unfair call
againstour team. Ourwhole team wasindignantandall of usbeganto shout
angrily at the umpire, swearingat him, callinghim names,loudly venting our
anger. But one of our teammatesdidnd follow suit. Instead of shouting at
the umpire he kept trying to stop the rest of usfrom doing so. QLet it go!d he
kept telling us, QLet it go z wede bigger than this!é Bigger than what? He
wasnd referring to the umpireGimmaturity, but to our own. Andwe werend
(bigger than thisé, at leastnot then. Certainlyl wasnd. | couldnd swallow an
injustice.l wasnd big enough.

But something stayedwith me from that incident, the challengeto Cbe big-
gero insidethe things that slight us. | dond alwayssucceed,but 1Gm a better
personwhen | do, more big-hearted, just as| am more-petty and smallerof
heart when | dond.

But just asour teammate challengedus all those yearsago, we remain chal-
lengedto Cbe biggerd than the pettiness within a moment. That invitation

lies at the very heart of Jesu®moral challengein the Sermonon the Mount,

Therehe invites us to have Ga virtue that& deeper than that of the Scribes
and the Pharisee$. And there® more hidden in that statement than first

meetsthe eyebecausethe Scribesand Phariseeswvere very virtuous people.
Theystrove hard alwaysto be faithful to all the precepts of their faith and

were people who believedin and practiced strict justice. Theydidnd make
unfair callsasumpires!But inside of all of that goodnessthey still lackedso-
mething that the Sermonon the Mount invites usto, a certain magnanimity,
to havebig enoughheartsand mindsthat canrise above being slightedsoas
to be biggerthan a given moment.

Let me offer this example of what that can mean: John Paulll was the first
pope in history to speakout unequivocallyagainst capital punishment. It&
important to note that he didnd saythat capital punishmentwas wrong. Bi-
blicallywe do havethe right to practiceit. John Paulconcededthat. Howe-
ver, and this is the lesson,he went on to saythat, while we may in justice
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practice capital punishment, we shouldnd do it becauseJesuscallsusto so-
mething higher, namely,to forgive sinnersand not executethem. That® ma-
gnanimity, that & being bigger than the moment wede caught up within.

Thomas Aquinas, in his moral astuteness, makes a distinction that one

doesnd often hear either in church teachingsor in common sense.Thomas
saysthat acertainthing canbe sinfor one personandyet not for another. In

essencesomething canbe a sinfor someonewho is big-hearted, even asit

is not asinfor someonewho is petty and smallof heart. Here® an example:
In awonderfully challengingcomment, Thomasonce wrote that it isasinto

withhold a complimentfrom someonewho genuinelydeservest becausen

doingsowe arewithholding from that personsomeof the food uponwhichhe
or sheneedsto live. But in teachingthis, Thomasis clearthat this isa sinonly
for someonewho is big-hearted, magnanimous,and at a certain level of ma-
turity. Someonewho is immature, self-centered, and petty of heart is not

held to the samemoral and spiritual standard.

How is this possible,isnd a sin a sin, irrespective of person?Not always.
Whetheror not somethingisasinor not andthe seriousnesof asindepends
upon the depth and maturity within a relationship. Imaginethis: A manand
hiswife havesuchadeep, sensitive,caring,respectful, and intimate relation-
ship so that the tiniest expressionsof affection or neglect speakloudly to
eachother. Forexample,asthey part to go their separatewayseachmorning
they alwaysexchangean expressionof affection, as a parting ritual. Now,
should either of them neglect that expressionof affection on an ordinary
morning where there® no specialcircumstance,it would be no small, inci-
dental matter. Something large would be being said. Conversely,consider
another couplewhoserelationshipisnot close,wherethere islittle care,little
affection, little respect, and no habit of expressingaffection upon parting.
Suchneglect would meannothing. No slight, no intent, no harm, no sin, just
lackof careasusual.Yes,somethings canbe asinfor one personandnot for
another.

Wede invited both by Jesusand by what® best inside us to become big
enoughof heart and mind to know that it®& a sinnot to give acompliment, to
know that even though biblically we may do capital punishment we still
shouldnd do it, andto know that wede better women and menwhen we are
bigger than any slight we experiencewithin a given moment.
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ONHALLOWINGURDIMINISHMENTS
FEBRUARY0,2020

Thirty yearsago, John Jungblut wrote a short pamphlet entitled, OnHallo-
wing Our Diminishmentslt® a treatise suggestingwayswe might frame the

humiliations and diminishments that beset us through circumstance,age,
and accidentsso that, despite the humiliation they bring, we canplacethem

underacertaincanopysoasto take awaytheir shameandrestore to ussome
lost dignity.

And we all suffer diminishments.Certainthings are dealt to us by genetics,
history, circumstance,the society we live in, or by the ravagesof aging or
accidentsthat, seenfrom almosteveryangle,are not only bitterly unfair but
canalsoseeminglystrip usof our dignity and leave us humiliated. For exam-
ple, how does one deal with a bodily defect that society deemsunsightly?
How does one deal with being discriminated against?How does one deal
with anaccidentthat leavesone partially or wholly paralyzed™How doesone
dealwith the debilitations that come with old age?How does one deal with
aloved one who was violated or killed simply becauseof the color of his or
her skin?How doesone dealwith the suicideof aloved one?How do we set
these things under some canopy of dignity and meaningso that what is an
awful unfairnessis not a permanent source of indignity and shame?How
doessomeonehallow his or her diminishments?

SorenKierkegaardoffers this advice.He,who was sometimespublicly ridicu-
led during hislifetime, including newspapercartoons that made sport of his
physicalappearance(his Gspindly legsd), offers this counsel:In the face of
something like this, he says,it® not a question of denyingit, coveringit up,
or trying variousdistractionsandtonics to deadenit or keepits sharpnessat
bay.Ratherwe must makeourselvesgenuinelyaware of it, by bringing it to
complete clarity.6 By doing this, we hallow it. We bring it out of the realm of
shameand giveit a certain dignity. How isthis done?

Imagine this as a paradigmatic example: A young woman is walking alone
along a deserted road and is forcibly picked up by a group of drunken men
who rapeandkill her andleaveher body in aditch. Hershockedand horrified
family and community do as Kierkegaardcounsels.They dond try to deny
what happened,coverit up, or try variousdistractionsandtonics to deaden
their pain. Instead, they bring it to Gcomplete clarityd. How?

Back to the LIST



15

Theypick up her body, washit, clothe herin her best clothing, andthen have
athree-daywake that culminatesin a huge funeral attended by hundredsof
persons.Andtheir ritual honoring of her doesna stop there. After the funeral
they gatherin apark nearwhere shelived and after somehoursof testimony
that honors who shewas, they renamethe park after her.

What they do, of course,does not bring her backto life, does not erasein
any way the horrible unfairnessof her death, does not bring her killers to
justice,andit doesnot fundamentallychangethe societalconditionsthat hel-
ped causeher violent death. But it does,in animportant way, restore to her
someof the dignity that was so horribly ripped awayfrom her. Both sheand
her death are hallowed. Her name and her life now will forever speakof so-
mething beyondthe unfairnessand tragedy of her death.

We seeexamplesof this on the macrolevelin way the world hashandledthe
deathsof people like Martin Luther King, John F.Kennedy,Bobby Kennedy,
Malcolm X,JamalKhashoggi,and others who were killed by hatred. Wehave
found waysto hallow them so that their livesand their personsare now re-
memberedin waysthat eclipsethe mannerof their deaths. And we seethis
too in how some communities handle the deaths of loved oneswho have
been senselesslshot by gangmembersor by police, where their manner of
death belieseverything that® good. Thesameis true for how somefamilies
handlethe diminishmentsof their loved oneswho die by drug overdose,suli-
cide, or dementia. The indignity of their death is eclipsedby proper clarity
around the very diminishmentthat brought about their death. Theirmemory
isredeemed In short, that® the function of any proper wake and any proper
funeral. In bringing to clarity the very indignity that befalls someonewe re-
store her dignity.

Thisis true not only for those who die unfairly or in waysthat leavethose
they left behind graspingfor waysto give them back some dignity. It also
true for everykind of humiliation and indignity we, ourselves,suffer in life,
from the wounds of our childhood which canforever haunt us,to the many
humiliationswe suffer in adulthood. We cannot changewhat hashappened
to us, but we can hallow it by Cbringing it to clarityd so that the indignity is
eclipsed.
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SPEAKING®VITHAUTHORITY
FEBRUARY7,2020

We are growing ever more distrustful of words. Everywherewe hearpeople
say:OThats just talk! That® nothing but empty words!o

And empty words are allaround us. Ourworld isfull of lies,of false promises,
of glittering advertising that doesnd deliver, of words never backed up by
anything. We trust lessand lessin what we hear. Wede been lied to and
betrayedfar too often, now wede cautiousabout what we believe.

But distrust in the words we hearis only one way in which our spokenword

isweak. Ourwords canbe truthful andstill havelittle power. Why?Because,
to use Gospelterms, we may not be speaking with much authority. Our
words may not havewhat they needto backthem up. What® meant by this?

TheGospelgells usthat one of things that distinguishedJesusfor the other
religious preachersof histime wasthat he spoke with authority, while they
didnd. What giveswords authority?What givesthem transformative power?

Thereare, aswe know, different kinds of power. There® a power that flows
from strength and energy.We seethis, for example,in the body of a gifted
athlete who moveswith authority. There® power too in charisma,in agifted
speakeror arock star. Theytoo speakwith a certain authority and power.
But there® still another kind of power and authority, one very different in
kind from that of the athlete andthe rock star. There® the power of a baby,
the paradoxicalpower of vulnerability,innocence,and helplessnessPower-
lessnesds sometimesthe real power. If you put an athlete, arock star,anda
baby into the sameroom, who amongthem is the most powerful? Who has
the most authority? Whateverthe power of the athlete or the rock star, the
babyhasmore power to changehearts.

The Gospeltexts which tell usthat Jesusspokewith Gauthority® never sug-
gest that he spoke with (yreat energyd or Qpowerful charisma. In descri-
bing Jesudauthority they usethe word Gexousiad, a Greekword for which
we dond have an Englishequivalent. What& Gexousiad? We dond have a
term for it, but we havea concept: CExousi@ might be describedasthe com-
bination of vulnerability,innocence,and helplessnesghat a baby bringsinto
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aroom. Its very helplessnessinnocence,and vulnerability have a unique au-
thority and power to touch your consciencelt&for good reasonthat people
watch their languagearound a baby. Its very presenceis cleansing.

Butthere areacoupleof other elementstoo undergirdingthe authority with

which Jesusspoke. Hisvulnerability and innocencegave his words a special
power, yes;but two other elementsalsomadehiswords powerful: Hiswords
were alwaysgrounded in the integrity of hislife. Aswell, people recognized
that his authority wasnot coming from him but from something (Someone)
higher whom he was serving. Therewas no discrepancybetween hiswords
and his life. Moreover, his words were powerful becausethey werend just
comingfrom him, they were comingthrough him from Someoneabove him,
Someonewhose authority couldnd be challenged,God.

Youseethis kind of authority; for example,in personslike Mother Teresaand
JeanVanier.Theirwords had a specialauthority. Mother Teresacould meet
someonefor the first time and askhim or herto cometo Indiaandwork with
her. JeanVaniercould do the same.A friend of mine shareshow on meeting
Vanierfor the first time, in their veryfirst conversation,Vanierinvited himto
becomeamissionarypriest. Thatthought had neverbefore crossedhismind.
Todayhe® a missionary.

What givessome people that specialpower? CExousia, a selflesslife, anda
grounding in an authority that comesfrom above. What you seein persons
like Mother Teresaand JeanVanieristhe powerlessnessof ababy,combined
with a selflesslife, grounded in an authority beyond them. When such per-
sons speak, like Jesusj their words have real power to calm hearts, heal
them, changethem and, metaphorically and really, cast out demons from
them.

But we dond alwayshaveto look to spiritual giants like Mother Teresaand
JeanVanierto seethis. Most of ushavenot beenso personallyinfluencedby
Mother Teresaor JeanVanier,but have been spokento with authority by
people aroundus.In my case,it was my father and mother who spoketo me
with that kind of authority. Aswell someof the Ursulinenunswho taught me
in schooland some of my unclesand aunts had the power to asksacrificeof
me becausethey spokewith Gexousiad andwith anintegrity and a faith that
| could not question or deny. Theyaskedme to considerbecoming a priest
and| becameone.
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What movesthe world is often the powerful energy and charismaof the hi-
ghly talented; but the heart is moved by a different kind of authority.

OURCONGENITACOMPLEXITY
FEBRUARY4,2020

Therenowned spiritual writer, Ruth Burrows, beginsher autobiographywith
these words: Q wasborn into this world with atortured sensitivity. Forlong
| have puzzledover the causesof my psychologicalanguisho

Unfortunately, to our loss,too many spiritual biographies dond begin like
this, that is, by recognizingright at the start the bewildering, pathological
complexity insideour own nature. Wede not simplein heart, mind, and soul,
nor indeedevenin body. Eachof ushasenoughcomplexity within usto write
our own treatise on abnormalpsychology.

And that complexity must not only be recognized,it needsto be respected
and hallowed becauseit stems not for what® worst in us but from what®
best in us. Wede complex becausewhat beguilesus inside and tempts usin
everydirection isnot, first of all, the wilinessof the devilbut rather the image
and likenessof God. Inside us there® a divine fire, a greatness,which gives
usinfinite depth, insatiabledesires,and enoughluminosityto bewilder every
psychologist. Theimage and likenessof Godinside us, as John of the Cross
writes, renders our hearts, minds, and souls Gcaverns too deep to ever be
filled in or fully understood.

It& my belief that Christianspirituality, at leastin its popular preachingand
catechesishastoo often not taken this seriouslyenough. In short, the im-
pression has too much been given that Christiandiscipleshipshouldnd be
complicated:Whyall this resistancewithin you! What® wrong with you! But,
aswe know from our own experience,our innate complexity is forever thro-
wing up complications and resistancesto becoming a saint, to Qwilling the
one thingd. Moreover, becauseour complexity hasnd been recognizedand
honored spiritually we often feel guilty about it: Why am | so complicated?
Why do | haveall these questionsWhy am | so often confused?Why is sex
suchapowerful impulseVhydo | have somemanytemptations?
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The simple answer: Becausewe are born with a godly fire within. Thusthe
sourceof so manyof our confusions,temptations, and resistancescomesas
muchwhat bestin asfrom the wiles of the Satanand the world.

What shouldwe do in in the face of our own bewildering complexity?

SomeCounsel$or the LongHaul:

1 Honorandhallowyourcomplexity:Acceptthat this isa Godgivengift
inside you and, at the end of the day, it® what is best inside you. It& what
separatesyou from plants and animals.Theirnature is simple,but havingan
immortal, infinite soul makesfor lots of complicationsasyou struggleto live
out your life within the finitude that besetsyou.

1 Neverunderestimateyour complexityz evenasyou resistmassaging
it: Recognizeand respectthe Glemonsand angels that roam freely inside
your heart and mind. But dond massageyour complexity either, by fancying
yourself asthe tormented artist or asthe existentialist who& heroically out
of step with life.

1 Befriendyourshadow:t&the luminosity youde split off. Slowly,with
proper caution and support, beginto facethe innerthings that frighten you.

1 Hallowthe power and placeof sexualitywithin you: Youde incurably
sexual,andfor agodly reason.Neverdeny or denigrate the power of sexua-
lity z evenasyou carryit with a proper chastity.

] Nameyour wounds,grievethem, mourn your inconsummation Wha-
tever woundsthat you dond grievewill eventuallysnakebiteyou. Acceptand
mourn the fact that here, in this life, there is no finished symphony.

1 Neverlet the Qranscendentaimpulse insideyou becomedruggedor
imprisoned.Your complexity continually lets you know that youde built for
more than this life. Neverdeadenthis impulseinsideyou. Learnto recognize,
through your frustrations and fantasies,the waysyou often imprisonit.

1 Tryto find a Chigherloved by whichto transcendthe moreimmediate
power of your natural instincts. All miraclesbegin with falling in love. Hallow
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your spontaneousimpulses and temptations by searchingfor that higher
love and higher value towards which they@e pointing. Offering others your
altruism and the gaze of admiration will feel so good and right that it will
bring to fulfillment what youde really yearningfor.

1 Let your own complexity teach you understandingand empathy. By
being in touch with your own complexity you will eventually learn that
nothing is foreign to you and that what you seeon the newscastseachday
mirrors whatG insideyou.

1 Forgiveyourselfoften. Your complexity will trip you up manytimes
andsoyouwill needto forgive yourselfmanytimes. Live,knowing that God®
mercyis awell that® neverexhausted.

1 LiveunderGods patienceandunderstanding Godis your builder, the
architect who constructed you and who is responsiblefor your complexity.
Trustthat Godunderstands.Trustthat Godis more anxiousabout you than
youde anxiousabout yourself. TheGodwho knows all things alsoknows and
appreciateswhy you struggle.

JEANVANIER; REVISITED
MARCH2,2020

Like many others, | was deeply distressedto learn of the recent revelations
concerningJeanVanier.He was a person whom | much admired and about
whom, on numerousoccasions) havewritten glowingly. So,the newsabout
him shook me deeply. What® to be said about Jean Vanierin the light of
theserevelations?

First, that what he did was very wrong and deeply harmful, not leastto the
women he victimized. Without knowing the specificsof what happened(and
without wanting to know them) enoughis known to know that this was se-
rious abuseof trust. No cloakof justification canbe placedaroundit.

Second,what he did may not be linked to or identified with clerical sexual
abuse.Vanierwas not a cleric, nor indeed a canonicallyvowed religious. He
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was a layman, a public celibate admittedly, but his betrayal of his commit-
ment to celibacy may not be identified with the clerical sexual abuse.He
broke the sixth commandment,albeit in away that merits a harshjudgment,
given his public stature and the abuseof a particular kind of sacredtrust.
However, hisbreakingof hisprofessedcelibacydoesnd put into questionthe
legitimacyand fruitfulness of vowed celibacyitself, any more than amarried
manbeing unfaithful to hiswife putsinto questionthe legitimacyandfruitful-
nessof the vocation of marriage.

Third, Vanie transgressionsdo not negate the good work of LGArchenor

castanynegative shadowon the dedicationand good work of the manywo-

menand menwho work there andwho haveworked there. Bytheir fruits you
shallknow them! Jesustaught that and no one, no one, candeny or question

the good work that L&Archehasdone and continuesto do in more than thirty

countries. LAArcheis a work of God,of grace, of the Holy Spirit. It turns out

now that its founder had someflaws. Sobe it. Jesusisthe only founder who

had no flaws. Indeed, the good work being done by LAArcheattests too to

the fact that Vanierisand wasbiggerthan hissins.Nobodywho isessentially
duplicitous canleavebehind sucha gracefilled legacy.

Finally the disillusionmentand angerwe feel saysasmuchabout usasit says
about JeanVanier.In Luke® Gospel ayoung mancomesup to Jesusandsays
to him: GGoodteacher,what must| do to inherit eternal life? (18.1&3)Jesus
immediately challengesthe way he is being addressedby saying:(Dond calll
me good! Only Godis good.6 Thatwas our mistakewith JeanVanier,just as
it& our mistakewith other personswhom we cloakwith divinity in anideali-
zation that® supposedto be reservedfor Godalone. And whenever we do
that, and we did it to JeanVanier,we cannot not ultimately be disappointed
anddisillusioned.Nobody, except God,doesGodwell, all the rest of useven-
tually disappoint.

What JeanVanierdid to us was unfair. We cannot not feel betrayed by his
betrayal. Converselythough, what we did to him was also unfair. We asked
him to be Godfor usandthat® alsonot a fair request.

When| was atwenty -one-year-old seminarian,searchingfor mentors, one of
my seminaryteacherscamebackfrom aVanierretreat gushingwith superla-
tives as he described Vanieras the (holiest, most-wonderful, most single-
minded, spiritual mand hed@ ever met. My critical faculties immediately put
me on guard: ONo one& that good!6 So, | deliberately didnd look to Vanier
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for mentorship. However, in the fifty yearssince,| did look to him for men-
torship. Though| never met him personally,| read his books, was much in-
fluenced by numerous personswho counted him as a formidable influence
in their lives (including Henri Nouwen), | wrote a Prefacefor one of his last
books,andwrote aglowing tribute to him for the newspaperswhen he died.
So,| was also enough besotted by him so that now | too felt dismayedand
disillusionedwhen | learnedof hismoral lapses.

However,disillusionmentis curiousphenomenon.After the initial shock,you
soon enough realizeit® a positive thing. It& the dispellingof anillusion and
anillusionis alwaysin the mind of the one who doing the perceivingrather
than on the part of the one being perceived. With JeanVanier,the illusion
was on our part, not his. Therewas, aswe now know, a certain falsity in his
life z but there was one on our part too.

Yes,the revelationsabout JeanVaniershook me deeply, but not to my core
becauseat our core, when we touch it, we know that no one, except God,is
good, at least with a goodnessthat hasno imperfections. Oncewe accept
that, we can accepttoo that nobody® perfect, even a Jean Vanier. At our
core we canacceptthat, despite this betrayal, JeanVanierdid alot of good
andthat LGArcheis clearlyagracedreality.

JUDGMENDAY
MARCH9, 2020

We all fear judgment. We fear being seenwith all that inside us, some of
which we dond want exposedto the light. Converselywe fear being misun-
derstood, of not being seenin the full light, of not being seenfor who we
are.Andwhat we fear most perhapsisfinal judgment, the ultimate revelation
of ourselves.Whether we are religiousor not, most of usfear havingto one
dayface our Maker, judgment day. Wefear standing nakedin complete light
where nothing® hidden and all that&in the dark insideusis brought to light.

What curiousabout these fears is that we fear both being known for who
we are,evenaswe fear not being known for who we reallyare. Wefear judg-
ment, evenaswe long for it. Perhapsthat® becausewe alreadyintuit what
our final judgement will be and how it will take place. Perhapswe already
intuit that when we finally stand naked in God® light we will also finally be
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understood and that revealing light will not just expose our shortcomings
but alsomakevisibleour virtues.

Thatintuition isdivinely-placedin us andreflects the reality of our final judg-
ment. When all our secrets are known our secret goodness will also be
known. Light exposeseverything. For example, here® how the renowned
poet and spiritual writer, Wendell Berry, foresees the final judgment: G
might imaginethe deadwaking, dazedinto a shadowlesslight in which they
know themselvesaltogether for the first time. It is a light that is merciless
until they acceptits mercy;by it, they areat once condemnedandredeemed
It isHelluntil it is Heaven Seeingthemselvesin that light, if they are willing,
they seehow far they havefailed the only justice of loving one another. And
yet, in suffering the light® awful clarity, in seeingthemselveswithin it, they
seeits forgivenessandits beauty and are consoledo

In many ways, this wonderfully capturesit: When, one day, we stand in the
full light of God,stripped nakedin soul, morally defenselesswith everything
we haveever done exposed,that light will, | suspect,indeed be a bit of hell
before it turns into heaven.lIt will exposeall that & selfishand impure inside
us and all the wayswe have hurt others in our selfishnessgevenasit will ex-
poseits opposite, namely,allthat& selflessand pure insideus. Thatjudgment
will bring with it a certain condemnationevenasit brings at the sametime
an understanding, forgiveness, and consolation such as we have never
known before. Thatjudgment will be, asBerry suggests,momentarily bitter
but ultimately consoling.

Theone nuancethat | would add to Berry® ideais a something taken from
Karl Rahner.Rahnei fantasy of our judgment by Godafter death is very si-
milar to Berry®, except that, for Rahner,the agent of that judgment will not
somuch be Gods light asit will be God® love. For Rahner,the ideais not so
much that we will be standing in an unrelenting light that searsand pierces
through us, but rather that we will be embracedby a love so unconditional,
sounderstanding,and sograciousthat, insidethat, we will know instantly all
that® selfish and impure inside us even as we know all that® pure and
selfless.Thereseof Lisieuxusedto askGodfor forgivenesswith thesewords:
CPunishme with akissb Judgmentdaywill be exactlythat. We will be Qouni-
shedd by a kiss,by being loved in away that will make us painfully aware of
the sinwithin us, evenasit lets usknow that we are good and loveable.
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Forthose of uswho are RomanCatholics,this notion of judgment is also, |
believe,what we meanby our conceptof purgatory. Purgatoryisnot aplace
that® separatefrom heavenwhere one goes for atime to do penancefor
oned sinsandto purify one® heart. Our hearts are purified by being embra-
ced by God, not by being separatedfrom Godfor atime so asto be made
worthy of that embrace.As well, as Thereseof Lisieuximplies, the punish-
ment for our sinisin the embraceitself. Finaljudgment takes place by being
unconditionally embraced by Love. When that happensto the extent that
wede sinful and selfishthat embraceof pure goodnessand love will makeus
painfully aware of our own sinandthat will be helluntil it isheaven.

As a lyric by Leonard Cohenputs it: Beholdthe gatesof mercy,in arbitrary
spaceandnoneof usdeservinghe crueltyor the grace He& right. None of us
deserveseither the cruelty or the gracewe experiencein this world. Andonly
our final judgment, the embraceof unconditional love, God® kiss,will make
usaware both of how cruelwede beenand how good we reallyare.

ANALTERNATEXPRESSIOBFLOVEANDTRUST
MARCHL6,2020

More tortuous than all elseis the humanheart, beyondremedy;who canun-
derstandit. TheProphet, Jeremiahwrote those words more than 25hundred
yearsago and anyone who struggles with the complexities of love and hu-
man relationshipswill soon enoughknow of what he speaks.

Who indeedcanunderstandthe humanheart, givensomeof the curiousand
cruelwayswe sometimeshave of expressinglove. Forinstance,NadiaBolz
Weber sharessomething we all have a propensity for: Qnevitably, when |
cand harmthe peoplewho harmedme, | just end up harmingthe peoplewho
love me.6 How true. Whenwede beenhurt most everyinstinct in usscreams
for retaliation; but, most times, it® not possible,nor safe,to retaliate against
the personswho hurt us.Or, perhapswe arend evenclearasto who hurt us.
So, needing to lash out at someone, we lash out where it® safe to do so,
namely, at those whom we trust will absorbit, at those with whom we feel
secureenoughto do this. Welashout at them becausewe know they wond
retaliate. Simplyput, sometimeswe needto be reallyangry at someoneand
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sincewe are unableto vent that angeron the personor personsresponsible
for it we vent on someonewhom we unconsciousltrust will safelyacceptit.

If youde aloving parent, afaithful spouse,atrusted friend, atrue counsellor,
a good minister, or even just someone who with integrity officially repre-
sentsamoral agencyor achurchit canbe good to know this. Otherwiseit®
too easyto misreadsome of the angerand recriminationthat will comeyour
way and take it too-personallyand not for what it really is. When someone
whom youdve loved is angry at you it& hard to recognize and accept that
youde probably the object of that angereventhough you arend the causeof
it, but rather are the one safe place where this person canlashout without
fear of retaliation and havehisor her bitterness absorbed.If you dond grasp
the peculiardynamicsof love that are at play here you will inevitablytake this
too-personally,be torn up inside,lamentiits injustice,and struggle to carryit
with the love that® unconsciouslybeing askedfor.

But this canbe very hard to accept,evenwhen we understandwhy it& hap-
pening. Thiskind of love demandsan almostinhumanstrength. Forexample,
as Christianswe have a specialadmiration for Jesu®mother aswe imagine
what she must havefelt asshe stood beneath the cross,watching her son,
goodnessandinnocenceitself, suffer abrute, violent injustice.Not to lessen
in any way the pain that she would have been feeling then, standing
helplesslyas she did in that awful injustice, she did have the consolation of
knowing that her sonloved her deeply. Her pain would have been excrucia-
ting, aswould be the pain of any mother in that situation, but her painhada
certain (dare | usethe phrase) &leanlines® about it. Shewas free to fully
andopenly empathizewith her son,knowing that hislove wasgiving her per-
missionto feel what shefelt.

But many is the loving mother, loving father, a faithful spouse,or trusted
friend whose heart is breakingat the angerand accusationbeing directed at
them by someonethey&e loved andto whom theyde beenfaithful. How can
they not feel accusedguilty, andresponsiblefor the bitter crucifixiontheyde
experiencing?Theirpain will not feel Gcleard. In effect, what theyde feeling
ismore what Jesusfelt ashe wasbeing crucified rather than what hismother
felt as she witnessed it. Theyde experiencingwhat St. Paulrefers to in his
SecondLetter to the Corinthianswhen he writes that, though innocent him-
self, Jesusbecamesin. That single expression,unlessproperly read, can be

Back to the LIST



26

one of the most horrifying linesin scripture. Yet, understood within the dy-
namicsof love, it powerfully highlights what love really meansbeyond fai-
rytales.Reallove isthe capacityto absorbinjusticewith understanding,em-
pathy, and with only the other® good in mind.

Of course,sometimesthe angerdirected at usfrom personswe love is justi-
fied and speaksof our betrayal,our sin,and our breakingof trust. Sometimes
the angry accusationsdirected at us validly accuseus of our own sin. In that

case,what wede askedto absorb hasa very different meaning.Aswell, we

needto recognizethat we alsodo thisto others. Whenwede hurt andunable
to direct our angerand accusationsagainstthose who hurt us,then, asNadia
BolzWeber so honestly shares,we often end up harming the people who

love usmost.

Lovehasmanymodalities,somewarm, kind, and affectionate, someaccusa-
tory, bitter, and angry.Yes,sometimeswe havestrange,anomalousways of
expressingour love and trust. Who canunderstandour tortuous hearts!

LOVENTHETIMEOFCOVID19
MARCH23,2020

In 1985 Nobel Prizewinning author, GabrielGarciaMarquez, publisheda no-
vel entitled, Lovein the Timeof Choleralt tells acolorful story of how life can
still be generative,despite an epidemic.

Wellwhat® besetting our world right now isnot cholerabut the coronavirus,
CovidlQ Nothing in my lifetime haseveraffected the whole world asradically
asthis virus. Whole countries have shut down, virtually all schoolsand colle-
geshavesent their students home and are offering classesonline, wede di-
scouragedfrom going out of our housesand from inviting others into them,

andwed/e beenaskednot to touch eachother andto practice Gsocialdistan-
cingo. Ordinary,normal, time hasstopped. Wede in a seasonthat no genera-
tion, perhaps sincethe flu of 1918 has had to undergo. Furthermore, we

dond foreseean end soonto this situation. No one, neither our government
leadersnor our doctors, have an exit strategy. No one knows when this will

end or how. Hence, like the inhabitants on Noat® Arc, wede locked in and

dond know when the flood waters will recedeand let usreturn to our normal

lives.
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How should we live in this extraordinary time? Well, | had a private tutorial

on this some nine yearsago. In the summerof 2011) was diagnosedwith

colon cancer,underwent surgeryfor aresection,and then was subjectedto

twenty four weeksof chemotherapy.Facingthe uncertainty of what the che-
motherapy would be doing to my body | was understandablyscared.Moreo-
ver, twenty -four weeksis basicallyhalf a yearand contemplating the length

of time that | would be undergoing this Gabnormald seasonin my life, | was
alsoimpatient. | wanted this over with, quickly. Sol facedit like | face most
setbacksin my life, stoically,with the attitude: Qdl getthrough this! 18l endure
it!d

| keep what might euphemisticallybe termed a journal, though it really
more a Daybookthat simplychronicleswhat | do eachdayandwho andwhat
entersmy life on agivenday.Well,when | stoicallybeganmy first chemothe-
rapy sessionl began checkingoff daysin my journal: Dayone, followed the
next day by: Daytwo. | had done the math and knew that it would take 168
daysto get through the twelve chemo sessions spacedtwo weeksapart. It
went on like this for the first seventydaysor so, with me checkingoff anum-
ber eachday, holding my life and my breath, everything on hold until | could
finally write, Day168.

Thenone day, about half way through the twenty four weeks, | had an awa-
kening.l dond know what specificallytriggered it, agracefrom above,age-
sture of friendship from someone,the feel of the sunon my body, the won-
derful feel of a cold drink, perhapsall of these things, but | woke up, | woke
up to the fact that | wasputting my life on hold, that | wasnd really living but
only enduringeachdayin order checkit off andeventuallyreachthat magical
168 daywhen | could start living again.| realizedthat | waswasting aseason
of my life. Moreover, | realizedthat what | wasliving through was sometimes
rich preciselybecauseof the impact of chemotherapyin my life. Thatrealiza-
tion remainsone of the specialgracesin my life. My spirits lifted radically
even as the chemotherapy continued to do the same brutal things to my
body.

| beganto welcome eachday for its freshness,its richness,for what it brou-
ght into my life. | look back on that now and seethose three last months
(before day 168)as one of richest seasonsof my life. | made some lifelong
friends, | learnedsomelessonsin patiencethat I still try to cling to, and, not
least, | learned some long-overdue lessonsin gratitude and appreciation,in
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not taking life, health, friendship, and work for granted. It was a specialjoy
to return to a normal life after those 168days of conscripted Gsabbaticab;
but those Gsabbaticab dayswere specialtoo, albeit in avery different way.

Thecoronavirushasput usall, in effect, on a conscripted sabbaticaland it
subjectingthose who havecontracted it to their own type of chemotherapy.
And the dangeris that we will put our lives on hold aswe go through this
extraordinary time and will just endure rather than let ourselvesbe graced
by what lieswithin this uninvited season.

Yes,there will be frustration and pain in living this through, but that& not
incompatiblewith happiness.PaulTournier,after hed lost hiswife, did some
deep grieving but then integrated that grief into anew life in away that allo-
wed him to write: G cantruly saythat | have a great grief and that | am a
happy man.6 Wordsto ponder aswe struggle with this coronavirus.

THEDISPELLING@FANILLUSION
MARCH30, 2020

We dond much like the word disillusionmentNormallywe think of it asane-
gative, something pejorative,and not assomethingthat doesusafavor. And
yet disillusionmentis a positive, it meansthe dispellingof anillusionandillu-
sions,unlesswe need one as a temporary tonic, are not good for us. They
keepusfrom the truth, from reality.

Thereare many, many negativesto the current coronavirusthat® wreaking
a deadly havoc acrossthe planet. But there® one positive: Against every
form of resistancewe can muster, it& dispelling the illusion that we are in
control of our livesand that, by our own efforts, we can make ourselvesin-
vulnerable. That lesson has come upon us uninvited. This unforeseen and
unwelcome virus is teaching us that, no matter our sophistication, intelli-
gence,wealth, health, or status, wede all vulnerable,wede all at the mercy
of athousandcontingenciesover which we havelittle control. No amount of
denialwill changethat.

Granted,at one level of our consciousnessvede alwaysaware of our vulne-
rability. But sometimesafter we have walked a dangerousledge for a long
time we forget the peril and are no longer aware of the narrownessof the
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plank upon which wede walking. Thentoo our senseof our vulnerabilityto a
hundred million dangers is, like our sense of mortality, normally pretty

abstractand not very real. We all know that like everyoneelsewe are going

to die one day;but normally this doesnd weigh very heavilyon our consciou-
snessWeliveinsteadwith the sensethat wede not going to die just yet. Our
own deathsarend reallyrealto us. Theyare not yet animminent threat but

only adistant, abstract reality.

Generally,suchtoo is the vaguenessof our senseof vulnerability. Yes,we
know abstractly that we are vulnerable,but generallywe feel pretty secure.
But as this virus spreads,consumesour newscasts,and brings our normal
livesto ahalt, our senseof vulnerabilityisno longer avague,abstractthreat.
Wedie now much more aware that we all live at the merciesof a million con-
tingencies,most over which we havelittle control.

However,to our defense,our innate sensethat wede in control and cansa-
feguard our own safety and security should not be too-hastily and too-har-
shlyjudged.We cand helpit. ItGthe way wede built. Wede instinctually gea-
red to hate our weaknessespur vulnerability, our limitations, and our aware-
nessof our own poverty and are instinctually gearedto want to feel secure,
in control, independent, invulnerable,and selfsufficient. That® a mercy of

graceand nature becauseit helpssaveusfrom despondencyand helpsusto

live with a (needed) healthy pride. But it® also an illusion; perhapsone that

we needfor long periodsin our livesbut alsoone that in moments of clarity
and lucidity wede meant dispelsoasto acknowledgebefore Godandto our-
selvesthat wede interdependent, not self-sufficient, and not ultimately in

control. Whatever else about this virus, it® bringing us a moment of clarity
and lucidity, evenif this is far from welcome.

We were giventhe samelesson,in effect, with the downing of the Twin To-
wersin New York Cityon Septemberlt, 2001 .In witnessingthis singletragic
incident we went from feeling safeand invulnerableto knowing that we are
not able,despite everything we haveachieved,to ensureour own safetyand
safety of our loved ones. A lot of people relearnedthe meaning of prayer
that day. A lot of usare relearningthe meaningof prayeraswe sit quaranti-
ned at home during this coronavirus.

RichardRohr suggeststhat the passagefrom childhood to adulthood requi-
res an initiation into a number of necessanyife-truths. One of these canbe
summarizedthis way: Youarenot in Control!lf that istrue, andit is, then this
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coronavirusis helping initiate us all into a more mature adulthood. We are
becoming more consciousof an important truth. However, we may not see
any divine intent in this. Everyfundamentalist voice that suggeststhat God
sentthis virusto eachof usalessonis dangerouslywrong andis aninsult to
true faith. Stillwe needto hearGod® voiceinsideof it. Godis speakingall the
time but mostly we arend listening; this sort of thing helps serve as God®
microphoneto adeafworld.

lllusionsarend easyto dispel,and for good reasons.We clingto them by in-
stinct andwe generallyneedthem to get through life. Forthis reason,Socra-
tes, in hiswisdom, once wrote that Qhere is nothing that requiresasgentle
atreatment asthe removal of an illusiono. Anything other than gentleness
only makesus more resistant.

Thiscoronavirusisanything but gentle. But insideall of its harshnesgperhaps
we might feel a gentle nudge that we help us dispelthe illusionthat we are
in control.

THEMEANINGOFJESUSDEATH
APRILG, 2020

Jesusdeath washeseverythingclean,includingour ignoranceand sin. Thatd
the clearmessagefrom Luke® accountof hisdeath.

Aswe know, we have four Gospels,eachwith its own take on the passion
and death of Jesus.Aswe know too these Gospelaccountsare not journali-
sticreports of what happenedon GoodFridaybut more theologicalinterpre-
tations of what happenedthen. Theyde paintings of Jesu®death more so
than news reports about it and, like good art, they take liberties to highlight
certain forms so asto bring out essence EachGospelwriter hashis own in-
terpretation of what happenedon Calvary.

For Luke, what happenedin the death of Jesusis the clearestrevelation,
ever, of the incredible scope of God® understanding, forgiveness,and hea-
ling. For him, Jesu®death washeseverything cleanthrough an understan-
ding, forgiveness,and healingthat beliesevery notion suggestinganything
to the contrary. To makethis clear, Luke highlights a number of elementsin
hisnarrative.
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First,in hisaccountof Jesugarrestin the Gardenof Gethsemanehe tells us
that immediately after one of his disciplesstruck the servant of the high
priest and cut off hisear, Jesustouched the man® ear and healedhim. God®
healing, Lukeintimates, reachesinto all situations, even situations of bitter-
ness, betrayal, and violence. God® grace will ultimately heal even what®
wounded in hatred.

Then,after Peterdeniedhim three times and Jesusis beingled awayafter his

interrogation by the Sanhedrin,Luke tells us that Jesusturned and looked

straight at Peterin alook that made Peter weep bitterly. Everythingin this

text andeverythingthat comesafter it suggeststhat the look from Jesusthat

causedPeter to weep bitterly was not one of disappointment and accusa-
tion, alook that would havecausedPeterto weep in shame.No, rather it was

alook of suchunderstandingand empathy as Peter had never before seen,
causinghim to weep in relief, knowing that everything was alright and he

wasalright.

And when Luke records Jesu$trial before Pilate, he recounts something
that&not recordedin the other Gospelaccountsof Jesugirial, namely,Pilate
sendingJesusto Herod and how the two of them, bitter enemiesuntil that
day, Checamefriends that same day.6 As RayBrown, commenting on this
text puts it, Qesushasa healingeffect evenon those who mistreat him.6

Finally,in Luke® narrative, we arrive at the placewhere Jesusis crucifiedand
asthey are crucifying him, he utters the famouswords: Father,forgive them
for they know not what they do. Thosewords, which Christiansforever after-
wards have taken as the ultimate criterion asto how we should treat our
enemiesandthose who do usill, encapsulatethe deeprevelation contained
in Jesusdeath. Uttered in that context asGodisabout to crucified by human
beings, these words revealhow Godseesand understandseven our worst
actions: Not asill-will, not assomethingthat ultimately turns us againstGod
or Godagainstus, but asignorancez simple,non-culpable,invincible,under-
standable, forgivable, akin to the self-destructive actions of an innocent
child.

In that context too, Luke narrates Jesuforgivenessof the GQyood thiefé.
What Luke wants to highlight here, beyond the obvious, are a number of
things: First, that the man is forgiven not becausehe didnd sin, but in spite
of hissin;second,that heisgiveninfinitely more than he actuallyrequestsof
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Jesus;and finally, that Jesuswill not die with any unfinished business,this
mand sin must first be wiped clean.

Finally,in Luke® narrative, unlike the narrativesof Mark and Matthew, Jesus
doesnot die expressingabandonment,but rather diesexpressingcomplete

trust: GFather,into your hands| commit my spiritd. Luke wants usto seein

thesewords atemplate for how we canface our own deaths,givenour wea-
knessesWhatG the lesson.eonBloyoncewrote that there isonly one true

sadnessin life, that of not being a saint. At the end of the day when eachof

us face our own death this will be our biggest regret, that wede not saints.
But, asJesusshowsin his death, we candie in (evenin weakness)knowing

we are dyinginto safehands.

Luke® account of the passionand death of Jesus,unlike much of Christian
tradition, does not focus on the atoning value of Jesu®death. What it em-
phasizesinstead is this: Jesusdeath washeseverythingclean,eachof usand
the wholeworld. It healseverything,understandsverything,andforgiveseve-
rything z despite everyignorance,weaknessjnfidelity, and betrayal on our
part. In John® passionnarrative, Jesusdeadbody is piercedwith alanceand
immediately Cblood and waterd (life and cleansing)flow out. In Luke® ac-
count, Jesusbody is not pierced.It doesnd needto be. Bythe time he brea-
thes hislasthe hasforgiven everyoneand everythinghasbeenwashedclean.

HUGESTONE&NDLOCKEMOORS
APRIL13,2020

Soren Kierkegaardonce wrote that the Gospeltext he strongly identified
with isthe accountof the disciples,after the death of JesusJockingthemse-
Ivesinto anupperroom in fear and then experiencingJesuscoming through
the locked doorsto bestow peaceon them. Kierkegaardwanted Jesusto do
that for him, to come through hislocked doors, his resistance,and breathe
peaceinsidehim.

Thatimage of locked doors is one of two particularly interesting imagesin-
sidethe story of the first Easter.Theother isthe imageof the Qarge stoned
that entombed the buried Jesus.Theseimagesremind us of what often se-
paratesus from the grace of the resurrection. Sometimesfor that graceto
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find us,someonemust Qoll awaythe stoneodthat entombsusandsometimes
the resurrection must cometo us Qhrough locked doorso.

First,about the Gstoneod:

TheGospelgell usthat early on Eastermorning three women were on their
way to the tomb of Jesusintending to embalmhis body with spicesbut they
were anxiousabout how they would remove the large stone that sealedthe
entrance of histomb. Theywere askingeachother: OVho will roll away the
stone®

Well, aswe know, the stone had alreadybeen rolled away. How?We dond
know. Jesugresurrection happenedwith no one there. Nobody knows exa-
ctly how that stone was rolled away. But what Scripture does make clearis
this: Jesusdidnd resurrecthimself. Godraisedhim. Jesusdidnd roll awaythe
stone, though that& what we generallyassume However,and for good rea-
son, both scripture and Christiantradition strongly affirm that Jesusdidnd
raisehimselffrom the dead, his Fatherraisedhim. Thismight seemlike unne-
cessarypoint to emphasize;after all, what difference doesit make?

It makes a huge difference. Jesusdidnd raise himself from the dead and
neither canwe. That® the point. Forthe power of the resurrectionto enter
us something from beyond us hasto remove the huge, immovable rock of
our resistance.Thisisnot to denythat we, ourselves,havegoodwill and per-
sonalstrength; but these,though important, are more a precondition for re-
ceiving the grace of the resurrection than the power of the resurrection
itself, which alwayscomesto usfrom beyond. We neverroll backthe stone
ourselves!

Who canroll backthe stone?Perhapsthat isnd a question wede particularly
anxiousabout, but we shouldbe. Jesuswas entombed and helplessto raise
himself up, all the more so for us. Like the women at that first Easter,we
needto be anxious: OVho will roll backthe stone® We cand open our own
tombs.

Second,our Qocked doorso:

It interesting how the believersat that first Easterexperiencedthe resur-
rected Christin their lives. The Gospelgell usthat they were huddledin fear
and paranoia behind locked doors, wanting only to protect themselves,
when Christcamethrough their lockeddoors, the doors of their fear andself-
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protection, and breathed peaceinto them. Theirhuddling in fear wasna be-
causeof illwill or bad faith. In their hearts they sincerelywished that they
werend afraid, but that good will still didnd unlock their doors. Christente-
red and breathed peaceinto them in spite of their resistance their fear, and
their lockeddoors.

Thingshavend changedmuchin two thousandyears.Asa Christiancommu-
nity and asindividualswe are still mostly huddling in fear, anxiousabout our-
selves,distrustful, not at peace,our doors locked, evenasour hearts desire
peaceand trust. Perhaps,like Kierkegaard,we might want to privilege that
scripture passagewhere the resurrected Christ comes through the locked
doors of humanresistanceand breathesout peace.

Moreover, this year,giventhis extraordinary time when the coronavirus,Co-
vid 19,hasour cities and communitieslocked down and we are insideour in-
dividualhouses,dealingwith the variouscombinationsof frustration, impa-
tience, fear, panic,and boredom that assailus there. Right now we need a
little extra something to experiencethe resurrection, a stone needsto be
rolled away sothat resurrectedlife can come through our locked doors and
breathe peaceinto us.

At the end of the day, these two images,Ghe stone that needsto be rolled
awayd and the Gocked doors of our feard, contain within themselves pe-
rhapsthe most consolingtruth in all religion becausethey revealthis about
God® grace: Whenwe cannothelp ourselvesve canstill be helpedandwhen
we are powerlessto reachout, gracecanstill comethrough the walls of our
resistanceand breathe peaceinto us.We needto cling to this wheneverwe
experienceirretrievable brokennessin our lives,when we feel helplessinside
our wounds and fears, when we feel spiritually inept, and when we grieve
loved ones lost to addictions or suicide. The resurrected Christ can come
through locked doors and roll back any stone that entombs us, no matter
how hopelessthe taskisfor us.

CHURCHEASFIELDHOSPITALS
APRIL20,2020

Most of us are familiar with Pope Franci$comment that today the church
needsto be afield hospital What® implied here?
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First,that right now the churchis not afield hospital, or at leastnot much of

one. Too many churchesof all denominationsseethe world more asan op-
ponent to be fought than asa battlefield strewn with wounded personsto

whom they are calledto minister. Thechurchestoday, in the words of Pope
Francis have often reversedanimagein the Bookof Revelationvhere Jesus
standsoutside the door knocking, trying to comein, to a situation where Je-
susis knockingon the door from insidethe church,trying to get out.

Sohow might our churches,our ecclesialcommunities, becomefield hospi-
tals?

In a wonderfully provocative article in a recent issueof AmericaMagazine,
Czechspiritual writer, TomasHalik,suggeststhat for our ecclesialcommuni-
ties to become (ield hospitalsd they must assumethree roles: A Diagnostic
onez whereinthey identify the signsof the times; a Preventiveonez wherein

they create animmune systemin a world within which malignant virusesof

fear, hatred, populism,and nationalismare tearing communitiesapart; and a

Convalescertinez whereinthey helpthe world overcomethe traumasof the

pastthrough forgiveness.

How, concretely, might eachof these be envisaged?

Ourchurchesneedto be diagnosticithey needto namethe presentmoment
in aprophetic way. Butthat callsfor acouragethat, right now, seemslacking,
derailed by fear and ideology. Liberalsand conservativesdiagnosethe pre-
sent moment in radically different ways, not becausethe facts arend the
samefor both, but becauseeach of them is seeingthings through its own
ideology. Aswell, at the end of the day, both campsseemtoo frightened to
look at the hardissuessquareon, both afraid of what they might see.

Tonamejust oneissuethat both seemafraidto look at with unblinking eyes:
our rapidly emptying churchesandthe fact that so manyof our own children
areno longergoingto churchor identifying with achurch.Conservativesim-
plistically blame secularism,without ever really being willing to openly de-
bate the variouscritiques of the churchescoming from almost every part of
society. Liberals,for their part, tend to simplisticallyblame conservativerigi-
dity without really being opento courageouslylook at some of placeswithin

secularitywhere faith in atranscendentGodand an incarnate Christrun an-
tithetical to someof the cultural ethos and ideologieswithin secularity.Both
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sides,asisevidentfrom their excessivedefensivenessseemafraidto look at
allthe issues.

What mustwe do preventativelyto turn our churchesinto field hospitals?The
imageHalikproposeshereisrich but isintelligible only within an understan-
ding of the Bodyof Christandanacceptanceof the deepconnectionwe have
with eachother insidethe family of humanity. We are all one, one living or-
ganism,parts of asinglebody, sothat, aswith anyliving body, what anyone
part does,for diseaseor health, affects everyother part. Andthe health of a
body is contingent upon its immune system,upon those enzymesthat roam
throughout the body and kill off cancerouscells. Todayour world is beset
with cancerouscellsof bitterness, hatred, lying, selfprotecting fear, and tri-
balismof everykind. Ourworld is mortally ill; suffering from a cancerthat®
destroying community.

Henceour ecclesiatkommunitiesmust becomeplacesthat generatethe heal-
thy enzymesthat are neededto kill off those cancercells.We must create an
immune systemrobust enoughto do this. And for that to happen,we must
first, ourselves,stop being part of the cancerof hatred, lying, fear, opposi-
tion, and tribalism. Too often, we ourselvesare the cancerouscells. Thesin-
gle biggest religious challenge facing us as ecclesialcommunities today it
that of creating an immune systemthat® healthy and vigorous enough to
help kill off the cancerouscellsof hatred, fear, lying, and tribalism that float
freely throughout the world.

Finally,our convalescentole: Our ecclesialcommunities need to help the
world cometo adeeperreconciliationvis-a-visthe traumasof the past. Hap-
pily, this isone of our strengths. Ourchurchesare sanctuariesof forgiveness.
In the words of CardinalFrancisGeorge:Qn society everything is permitted,
but nothing is forgiven; in the church much is prohibited, but everything is
forgiven.d But where we needto be more proactive as sanctuariesof forgi-
venesstoday is in relation to a number of salient Graumas of the pasté. In
brief, a deeperforgiveness,healing,and atonement still needsto take place
appositethe world& history with colonization, slavery the status of women,
the torture anddisappearanceof peoples,the mistreatment of refugees,the
perennial support of unjust regimes, and the atonement owed to mother
earth herself. Our churchesmust lead this effort.
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GODANDTHEPRINCIPLEFNONCONTRADICTION
APRIL27,2020

It isfunny where the lessonsof our classroomsare sometimesunderstood.

| studied philosophywhen | was still a bit too young for it, a nineteen year
old studying the metaphysicsof Aristotle and ThomasAquinas.But some-
thing from a metaphysicscourseremainsindelibly stampedin my mind. We
learned that there are four Granscendentabproperties to God: Scholastic
metaphysicstells us that Godis One, True, Good and Beautiful. My young
mind then had some grasp of what is meant by True,Good,and Beautiful
sincewe have some common sensenotions of what these are; but what is
Onenes8What is divine about being undivided?

The answerto that didnd come to me in a classroomor in an academicdi-
scussion,eventhough | have often tried to explainits meaningto students
in aclassroom.Ilt cameto mein agrocery store.

| had beenbuying groceriesin the samestore for twelve yearswhen atrivial
incident helped explain God® Onenessand its importance to me. Thestore,
alarge supermarket,hasa fruit isle where you pick up apples,oranges,gra-
pefruits, bananasandthe like andthen bagthem yourselfin plasticbagsthe
store supplies.Alongsidethe plastic bag dispensersthere are small contai-
ners holding metal twisters you useto tie up the top of your bag. Oneday, |
picked up somefruit, put it into a bag, but all the containerscontaining the
twisters were empty, everyone of them. As| checkedout my groceries,su-
spectingthat possiblysomeonethat taken them asa prank, | mentioned to
the cashierthat all the twisters were gone. Heranswertook me aback:CBut,
Sir,we haveneverhadthem in this store!6 Thinkingshemight be new on the
job, | said: G&e been coming here for more than 10yearsand youde always
had them! Youcaneven seetheir containersfrom here!d With an assurance
that comesfrom absolutecertitude, shereplied: O&e beenworking here for
along time, and | canassureyou we@e never hadthem!d

| pushedthings no further, but, walking out of the store | thought this to my-
self: Of she® right, then 18n certifiably insane!lf she& right then 1&n comple-
tely out of touch with reality, have beenfor along time, and | haveno idea
what sanityis!o | was certainthat | had seenthe twisters for ten years!Well,
they hadreappearedby the next time | entered the store andthey arethere
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today, but that little episodicchallengeto my sanity taught me something. |
now know what it meansthat Godis Oneand why that isimportant.

ThatGodisOne(andnot divided)isthe veryfoundation for all rationality and
sanity. That Godis undividedand consistentwithin assuresyouthat two plus
two will alwaysbe four z and that you cananchor your sanity on that. That
Godis undivided assuresyou that if you saw packagetwisters in a store for
twelve years,they were there 8 andyou are not insane.That Godis Oneis
the basisfor our sanity. It undergirdsthe Principleof Noncontradiction: So-
mething isor it isnot, it cannot be both; andtwo plustwo canneverbe five
Z andthat allows usto live rational, sanelives.BecauseGodis undivided,we
cantrust our sanity.

Thetruth of thiswasneverjeopardizedby the great epistemologicaldebates
in history. Doubts about rationality and sanity do not come from Descartes,
Kant, Hegel, Locke, Hume, Wittgenstein, or JacquesDerrida;these philoso-
phers merely argued about the structure of rationality, never about its exi-
stence. What jeopardizesour sanity (and is, no doubt, the greatest moral
threat in our world today) is lying, the denial of facts, the changingof facts,
and the creation of fake facts. Nothing, absolutely nothing, is asdangerous
and perniciousaslying, dishonesty.It is no accidentthat Christianitynames
Satanthe Princeof Liesand teachesthat lyingis at the root of the unforgiva-
ble sin againstthe Holy Spirit. Whenfacts are no longer facts, then our very
sanityis under siegebecauselying corrupts the basisfor rationality.

GodisOne!Thatmeansthat there isno internal contradiction within Godand
that assuresus that there is no internal contradiction possible within the
structure of reality and within a sanemind. What hashappened,hasforever
happened,and cannot be denied. Two plustwo will forever be four and be-
causeof that we canremain saneand trust reality enoughto live coherent
lives.

Thesinglemost dangerousthing in the whole world is lying, dishonesty,de-
nying facts. To deny a fact is not only to play fast and loose with your own
sanityandthe very foundations of rationality; it isalsoto play fast andloose
with God whose consistencyundergirds all sanity and all meaning. God is
one, undivided, consistent.

Ourecclesialcommunitiesasfield hospitalscanbe the Galileeof today.
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FEVER
MAY 4, 2020

JohnUpdike, after recoveringfrom a seriousiliness,wrote apoem he called,
Feverlt endsthis way: Butit isatruth long knownthat somesecretsare hid-
denfrom health.

Deepdown we alreadyknow this, but asa personaltruth this is not some-
thing we appropriate in a classroom,from parents or mentors, or evenfrom
religiousteaching. Thesejust tell usthat this istrue, but knowing it doesnot
itself impart wisdom. Wisdomis acquired,asUpdike says through apersonal
experienceof seriousillness,seriousloss,or serioushumiliation.

Thelate JamesHillman,writing asan agnostic,cameto the sameconclusion.
| rememberhearing him at a large conferencewhere, at point in histalk, he
challengedhis audiencewith words to this effect: Thinkback, honestly and
with courage, and ask yourself: What are the experiencesin your life that
have made you deep, that have given you character?In almost every case,
you will haveto admit that it was some humiliation or abuseyou hadto en-
dure, someexperienceof powerlessnesshelplessnessfrustration, iliness,or
exclusion.lt is not the things that brought glory or adulation into your life
that gave you depth and character,the time you were the valedictorianfor
your classor the time you were the star athlete. Thesedid not bring you
depth. Ratherthe experienceof powerlessnessjnferiority, iswhat madeyou
wise.

| recalltoo asa graduate student sitting in on a seriesof lectures by the re-
nowned Polishpsychiatrist, KasmirDabrowskiwho had written anumber of
books around a concept he termed, (positive disintegrationd. His essential
thesiswasthat it isonly by falling apart that we evergrow to higherlevelsof
maturity and wisdom. Once, during a lecture, he was asked: ONhy do we
grow through the disintegrating experiencessuchasfalling ill, falling apart,
or being humiliated?Would it not be more logicalto grow through the posi-
tive experiencesof being loved, being affirmed, being successfulbeing heal-
thy, and beingadmired?Shouldr that fire gratitude insideusand, acting out
of that gratitude, we should becomemore generousand wised

He gavethis response:ldeally, maturity and wisdom should grow out of ex-
periencesof strength and success;and maybe in some instancesthey do.
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However,asa psychiatrist,all | cansayisthat in forty yearsof clinicalpractice
| haveneverseenit. | haveonly seenpeople transformed to higher levelsof
maturity through the experienceof breakingdown.

Jesus,it would seem,agrees.Take,for example,the incidentin the Gospels
where Jamesand Johncome and askwhether they might be giventhe seats
at hisright hand and left hand when he comesinto hisglory. It is significant
that he takes their question seriously.He does not (in this instance) chide
them for seekingtheir own glory; what he doesinsteadis redefine glory and

the route to it. Heasksthem: GCanyou drink the cup® They,naiveasto what

is being askedof them, responded: Ores,we can Jesusthen tells them so-
mething to which they are even more naive.He assuresthem that they will

drink the cup, since eventually everyone will, but tells them that they still

might not receivethe glory becausebeing seatedin glory is still contingent

upon something else.

What?What is Ghe cupd? How is drinking it the route to glory? And why
might we not receivethe glory evenif we do drink the cup?

Thecup, asisrevealedlater, is the cup of suffering and humiliation, the one
Jesushasto drink during his passionand dying, the cup he askshis Fatherto
spare him from when in Gethsemanehe praysin agony: QLet this cup pass
from me!d

In essencewhat Jesusis telling Jamesand Johnis this: Thereis no route to

EasterSundayexceptthrough GoodFriday.Thereis no route to depth and wi-
sdom except through suffering and humiliation. The connection is intrinsic,
like the pain and groansof awoman are necessaryto her when giving birth

to achild. Further still, Jesusis also sayingthat deep suffering will not auto-
maticallybring wisdom. Whynot?Becausewhile there isanintrinsic connec-
tion between deep suffering and greater depth in our lives,the catchisthat

bitter suffering canmake us deepin bitterness, anger, envy, and hatred just
as easilyasit can make us deep in compassion,forgiveness,empathy, and
wisdom. We canhavethe pain,andnot get the wisdom.

Fever!The primary symptom of being infected with the coronavirus,Covid
19isahigh fever. Feverhasnow besetour world. Thehopeisthat, after it so
dangerouslyraisesboth our bodily and psychictemperatures, it will alsore-
vealto us some of the secretsthat are hidden from health. What are they?
We dond know yet. Theywill only be revealedinsidethe fever.
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LEAVINGPEACBEHINDASOURFAREWELGIFT
MAY 112020

Thereissuchathing asagood death, acleanone, adeath that, however sad,
leavesbehind a senseof peace.l havebeenwitnessto it manytimes. Some-
times this is recognized explicitly when someone dies, sometimes uncon-
sciously.It isknown by its fruit.

| remember sitting with a man dying of cancerin his midifties, leaving
behind a young family, who saidto me: G dond believe | have an enemyin
the world, at least | dond know if | do. I&e no unfinished businesso | heard
somethingsimilarfrom ayoungwoman alsodying of cancerandalsoleaving
behindayoungfamily. Herwords: Q thought that I&@ criedall the tears| had,
but then yesterdaywhen | saw my youngestdaughter | found out that | had
alot more tears still to cry. But 1an at peace.|t& hard, but I1&e nothing left
that | havend given.d And Iave been at deathbedsother times when none of
this was articulated in words, but all of it was clearly spokenin that loving
awkwardnessand silenceyou often witness around deathbeds. Thereis a
way of dyingthat leavespeacebehind.

In the Gospelof John, Jesusgivesa long farewell speechat the Last Supper
on the night before he dies.Hisdisciples,understandably,are shaken,afraid,
andnot preparedto acceptthe brute reality of hisimpending death. Hetries
to calmthem, reassurethem, give them things to cling to, and he endswith

these words: | am going away, but | will leaveyou a final gift, the gift of my
peace

| suspectthat almost everyonereading this will have had an experience of
grieving the death of aloved one, a parent, spouse,child, or friend, and fin-
ding, at leastafter atime, beneaththe grief awarm senseof peacewhenever
the memory of the loved one surfacesor is evoked.| lost both of my parents
when | wasin my early twenties and, sadaswere their farewells, every me-
mory of them now evokesawarmth. Theirfarewell gift wasthe gift of peace.

In trying to understandingthis, it is important to distinguishbetween being
wanted and beingneeded.When | lost my parents at a young age, | still de-
speratelywanted them (and believedthat | still neededthem), but | cameto
realizein the peacethat eventuallysettled upon our family after their deaths
that our pain wasin still wanting them and not in any longer needingthem.
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In their living and their dying they had already given us what we needed.
There was nothing else we needed from them. Now we just missedthem
and, irrespectiveof the sadnes<f their departure, our relationshipwascom-
plete. We were at peace.

Thechallengefor all of us now, of course,is on the other side of this equa-
tion, namely,the challengeto live in sucha way that peacewill be our final
farewell gift to our families, our loved ones, our faith community, and our
world. How do we do that? How do we leavethe gift of peaceto those we
leavebehind?

Peace,aswe know, is awhole lot more than the simpleabsenceof war and
strife. Peaceis constituted by two things: harmonyand completeness.Tobe
at peacesomething hasto havean inner consistencyso that all of its move-
ments are in harmony with eachother andit must alsohavea completeness
sothat it isnot still achingfor somethingit is missing.Peaceis the opposite
of internal discord or of longing for something we lack. Whenwe are not at
peaceit is becausewe are experiencingchaosor sensingsome unfinished
businessinsideus.

Positivelythen, what constitutes peace When Jesuspromisespeaceas his
farewell gift, he identifies it with the Holy Spirit; and, aswe know, that isthe
spirit of charity, joy, peace, patience, goodness, longsuffering, fidelity,
mildnessand chastity.

How do we leavethese behind when we leave?Well, death is no different

than life. Whensome people leaveanything, ajob, a marriage,afamily, or a
community, they leavechaosbehind, alegacyof disharmony,unfinished bu-
siness,anger, bitterness, jealousy,and division. Theirmemory is felt always
asacold pain. Theyare not missed,evenastheir memory haunts. Somepeo-
ple on the other hand leave behind a legacyof harmony and completeness,
a spirit of understanding,compassion,affirmation, and unity. Thesepeople
are missedbut the acheis a warm one, a nurturing one, one of happy me-
mory.

Goingaway in death hasexactly the samedynamic.Bythe way we live and
die we will leave behind either a spirit that perenniallyhaunts the peace of
our loved ones, or we will leave behind a spirit that brings a warmth every
time our memoryis evoked.
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FACINGOURTOUGHHIOURS
MAY 18,2020

Discernmentisnd an easything. Takethis dilemma:Whenwe find ourselves
in asituation that® causingus deepinterior anguish,do we walk away,assu-
ming that the presenceof suchpain is an indication that this isnd the right

place for us, that something® terminally wrong here?Or, like Jesus,do we

acceptto stay, sayingto ourselves,our loved ones,and our God:ONhat shall
| say,saveme from this hour®

At the very moment that Jesuswas facing a humiliating death by crucifixion,

the Gospelof John hints that he was offered an opportunity to escape.A
delegation of Greeks through the apostle Philip, offer Jesusan invitation to

leavewith them, to go to a group that would receivehim and his message.
SoJesushasa choice:Endureanguish,humiliation, and death inside hisown

community or abandonthat community for one that will accepthim. What
does he do?He askshimself this question: OVhat shall | say,saveme from

this hour®

Although this is phrasedasa question, it an answer.Heis choosingto stay,
to face the anguish,humiliation, and pain becausehe seesit asthe precise
fidelity heis calledto within the very dynamicof the love he is preaching.He
cameto earth to incarnate and teach what real love is and now, when the
cost of that is humiliation and interior anguish,he knows and acceptsthat
this is what® now being askedof him. The pain is not telling him that he®
doing somethingwrong, isat the wrong place,or that this community is not
worth this suffering. Tothe contrary: Thepainisunderstoodto be callinghim
to a deeperfidelity at the very heart of his missionand vocation. Until this
moment, only words were askedof him, now heisbeing askedto backthem
up in reality; he needsto swallow hardto do it.

What shalll say,saveme from this hour?Do we havethe wisdom andthe ge-
nerosityto saythose words when, insideour own commitments, we arechal-
lengedto endure searinginterior anguishaWhenJesusaskshimselfthis que-
stion, what he is facing is a nearperfect mirror for situations we will all find
ourselvesin sometimes. In most every commitment we make, if we are
faithful, an hour will comewhen we are suffering interior anguish(and often
times exterior misunderstandingas well) and are faced with a tough deci-
sion: Is this pain and misunderstanding(and even my own immaturity as|
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stand insideit) an indication that Ian in the wrong place, should leave, and
find someoneor some other community that wants me?0Or, insidethis inte-
rior anguish exterior misunderstandingand personalimmaturity, am| called
to say:What shalll say,savemefrom this hour?Thisiswhat IGn calledto! | was
born for this!

| think the question is critical becauseoften anguishingpain can shakeour

commitments and tempt us to walk away from them. Marriages,consecra-
ted religious vocations, commitments to work for justice, commitments to

our church communities, and commitments to family and friends, can be

abandonedon the belief that nobody is calledto liveinsidesuchanguish,de-
solation, and misunderstanding.Indeed, today the presenceof pain, desola-
tion, and misunderstandingis generallytaken asasignto abandonacommit-

ment and find someoneelse or some other group that will affirm us rather

than as an indication that now, just now, in this hour, inside this particular
painandmisunderstandingwe haveachanceto bring alife-givinggraceinto

this commitment.

| have seenpeople leave marriages,leavefamily, leave priesthood, leavere-
ligious life, leave their church community, leavelong-cherishedfriendships,
and leave commitments to work for justice and peacebecause,at a point,

they experienceda lot of pain and misunderstanding.And, in many of those
cases,| alsosawthat it wasin fact a good thing. The situation they were in

was not life-giving for them or for others. Theyneededto be savedfrom that

Chourd. In some casesthough the opposite wastrue. Theywere in excrucia-
ting pain, but that pain was an invitation to a deeper, more life-giving place
insidetheir commitment. Theyleft, just when they should have stayed.

Granted, discernmentis difficult. 1t& not alwaysfor lack of generosity that
people walk away from a commitment. Some of the most generous and
unselfishpeople | know have left a marriage or the priesthood or religious
life or their churches.But | write this because,today, so much trusted psy-
chologicalandspiritualliterature doesnot sufficiently highlight the challenge
to, like Jesus,stand inside excruciating pain and humiliating misunderstan-
ding and instead of walking awayto someoneor somegroup that offers us
the acceptanceand understanding we crave, we instead accept that it is
more life-giving to say:What shalll say,saveme from this hour?
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FAITHFUIERIENDSHIP
MAY 25,2020

| grew up in a closefamily and one of hardestthings | ever did wasto leave
home andfamily at the ageof seventeento enter the novitiate of the Missio-
naryOblatesof Marylmmaculate Thatnovitiate yearwasnd easy.l missedmy

family intenselyand stayedin touch with them insofar asthe rulesand com-
munication of the dayallowed. | wrote aletter home everyweek and my mo-

ther wrote backto me faithfully eachweek. I still haveand cherishthose let-

ters. | hadleft home but stayedin touch, a faithful family member.

But my life becamea lot more complex and sociallydemandingafter that. |
movedto aseminaryandbeganto livein acommunity with sixty others, with
people entering and leaving constantly throughout my sevenyearsthere so
that by the time I@ finished my seminarytraining | had livedin closecommu-
nity with over one hundred different men. That brought its own challenges.
Peopleyoud grown closeto would leavethe community to be replacedby
others sothat eachyearthere wasanew community and new friendships.

In the yearsfollowing seminary,that pattern beganto grow exponentially.
Graduatestudiestook me to other countries and brought a whole seriesof
new personsinto my life, manyof whom becameclosefriends. In more than
forty yearsof teaching | havemet with severalthousand students and made
manyfriends amongthem. Writing and public lectureshavebrought thousa-
nds of people into my life. Thoughmost of them passedthrough my life wi-
thout meaningfulconnection, somebecamelifelong friends.

| sharethis not becausel think it& unique, but rather becauseit® typical.
Todaythat&reallyeveryone® story. More and more friends passthrough our
livessothat at a point the question necessarilyarises:how doesone remain
faithful to oned family, to old friends, former neighbors,former classmates,
former students, former colleagues,and to old acquaintances?2Vhat does
fidelity to them askfor? OccasionaVisits?Occasionakmails,texts, calls’Re-
memberingbirthdaysandanniversariesTlasgeunions?Attending weddings
andfunerals?

Obviously doing these would be good, though that would also constitute a
fulltime occupation. Somethingelsemust be being askedof ushere,namely,
afidelity that® not contingent on emails,texts, calls,and occasionalvisits.
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But what canlie deeperthan tangible humancontact?Whatcanbe more real
than that? The answer is fidelity, fidelity asthe gift of a sharedmoral soul,
fidelity asthe gift of trust, and fidelity as remainingtrue to who you were
when youwere in tangible humancommunity and contact with those people
who are no longer part of your daily life. That® what it meansto be faithful.

It is interesting how the Christianscriptures define community and fidelity.
In the Actsof the Apostleswe read that before Pentecostthose in the first
Christiancommunity were all Chuddledin one roomé. And here, though phy-
sicallytogether, ironically they were not in real community with eachother,
not really afamily, and not really faithful to eachother. Thenafter receiving
the Holy Spirit, they literally break out of that one room and scatter all over
the earth so that many of them never see each other again and now, geo-
graphicallyat adistancefrom eachother, ironicallythey becomereal family,
becomea genuinecommunity, and live in fidelity to eachother.

At the end of the day, fidelity is not about now often you physicallyconnect
with someonebut about living within a sharedspirit. Betrayalis not a que-
stion of separationby distance,of forgetting ananniversaryor abirthday, or
of not being ableto stayin touch with someoneyou cherish.Betrayalis mo-
ving away from the truth and virtue you once sharedwith that person you
cherish.Betrayalis a changeof soul We are unfaithful to family and friends
when we becomea different person morally so asto no longer sharea com-
mon spirit with them.

You can be living in the same house with someone, share daily bread and
conversationwith him or her, and not be afaithful family member or friend;
just asyou canbe a faithful friend or family memberand not seethat friend
or family memberfor forty years.Beingfaithful in rememberingbirthdays is
wonderful, but fidelity is more about rememberingwho you were when that
birth was so specialto you. Fidelityis about maintaining moral affinity.

Tothe best of my abilities, | try to stayin contact with the family, old friends,
former neighbors, former classmatesformer students, former colleagues,
andold acquaintancesMostly it® a bit beyondme. Sol put my trust in moral
fidelity. | try asbest | canto commit myselfto keepingthe samesoul | had
when | left home as a young boy and which characterizedand defined me
when | met allthose wonderful people along the way.
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SOMEADVICEONPRAYERFROMAN OLDMASTER
JUNE1,2020

At the risk of being simplistic,| want to saysomethingabout prayerin avery
simpleway.

While doing doctoral studies, | had a professor, an elderly Augustine priest,
who in his demeanor, speech,and attitude, radiated wisdom and maturity.
Everythingabout him bespoke integrity. You immediately trusted him, the
wise old grandfather of storybooks.

Oneday in classhe spoke of his own prayer life. Aswith everything elsehe
shared, there were no filters, only honesty and humility. | dond recall his
exact words, but | remember well the essenceof what he saidand it has
stayedwith me for the nearlyforty yearssincel hadthe privilege of beingin
hisclass.

Here® what he shared:prayerisnd easybecausewede alwaystired, distrac-
ted, busy, bored, and caught up in so many things that it& hard to find the

time and energyto center ourselveson Godfor some moments. So, this is
what | do: no matter what my day is like, no matter what®& on my mind, no

matter what my distractions and temptations are, | am faithful to this: Once
adayl praythe OurFatherasbestl canfrom wherel amat that moment.Inside
of everything that® going on inside me and around me that day, | pray the

OurFather, askingGodto hearme from insideof all the distractionsandtem-
ptations that are besetting me. It& the best | cando. Maybeit® a bare mini-
mum and | shoulddo more and shouldtry to concentrate harder, but at least
| do that. And sometimesit all | cando, but | do it everyday, asbest | can.
It& the prayerJesustold usto pray.

Hiswords might soundsimplisticand minimalistic.Indeedthe churchchallen-
gesus to make the Eucharistthe center of our prayer lives and to make a
daily habit of meditation and private prayer. Aswell, many classicakpiritual
writers tell usthat we should set asidean hour every day for private prayer,
and many contemporary spiritual writers challengeusto daily practice cen-
tering prayeror some other form of contemplative prayer. Where doesthat
leave our old Augustiniantheologian and his counselthat we pray one sin-
cere OurFathereachdayz asbest we can?
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Well, none of this goesagainstwhat he so humbly shared.He would be the
first to agreethat the Eucharistshouldbe the center of our prayerlives,and
he would agreeaswell with both the classicabkpiritual writers who advisean
hour of private prayer a day, and the contemporary authors who challenge
usto do someform of contemplative prayer daily, or at least habitually. But
he would saythis: at one of those times in the day (ideally at the Eucharistor
while prayingthe Office of the Churchbut at leastsometimeduring your day)
when youde sayingthe Our Father, pray it with as much sincerity and focus
asyou canmuster at the moment (Gasbestyou cand) and know that, no mat-
ter your distractions at the moment, it& what Godis askingfrom you. And
it& enough.

Hisadvicehasstayedwith me through the yearsand though | saya number
of OurFatherseveryday, | try, at leastin one of them, to pray the OurFather
asbest| can,fully consciousof how badlyl amdoing it. Whatachallengeand
what a consolation!

Thechallengeisto pray an OurFathereachday,asbest we can.Aswe know,
that prayer is deeply communitarian. Every petition in it is plural z Gourd,
Grved, Qusd 7 thered no A6 in the OurFather Moreover, all of us are priests
from our baptism andinherent in the covenantwe madethen, we are asked
daily to pray for others, for the world. For those who cannot participate in
the Eucharistdaily and for those who do not pray the Office of the Church,
praying the Our Fatheris your Eucharisticprayer, your priestly prayer for
others.

And this is the consolation: none of us is divine. Wede all incurably human
which meansthat many times, perhaps most times, when wede trying to
pray wedl find ourselvesbeset with everything from tiredness,to boredom,
to impatience,to planningtomorrow & agenda,to sorting through the hurts
of the day,to stewing about who wede angry at, to dealingwith erotic fan-
tasies.Our prayer seldomissuesforth from apure heart but normally from a
very earthy one. But, and this is the point, its very earthinessis alsoits real
honesty. Ourrestless,distracted heart is alsoour existential heart and is the
existential heart of the world. Whenwe pray from there, we are (asthe clas-
sicaldefinition of prayerwould haveit) lifting mindandheartto God.

Try,eachday,to pray one sincereOurFathell Asbestyou can!

Back to the LIST



49

AMAGNIFICENDEFEAT
JUNES, 2020

WhereG the fairnessin life?Why are some people so undeservedlyblessedin
this world while others are seeminglycursedAVhyare craftiness,self-serving
ambition, taking advantage of others, and dishonesty so frequently rewar-
ded?Thishasno quick answer.

In hisbook TheMagnificentDefeat the renowned novelistand preacher,Fre-
derick Buechner takesup this question by focusingon the biblicalcharacter,
Jacob.He,aswe know, twice cheatedhisbrother, EsauCatchinghim hungry
andvulnerable,Jacobbuyshisbirthright from himfor ameal.More seriously,
he posesas Esau,tricks their father, and stealsthe blessingand the inheri-
tance that was Esaus by right. Everythingabout this seemswrong and calls
for retribution, yet Jacol® life seeminglyteachesthe opposite. In contrast
to hischeatedbrother, Jacoblivesaveryrichly blessedlife andis favored by
Godand by others. What the lesson?Are Godand life really on the side of
those who do this type of thing?

Buechnerbuilds his answer by moving from the pragmatic and the short-
rangeto the spiritual and the long-range.

First,from a pragmatic point of view, the story of Jacobteachesits own les-
son, namely,that as a matter of fact in this life people like Jacob,who are
intelligent, crafty, and ambitious often do end up being rewarded in ways
that people like Esau,who are slower on the draw, dond. While clearlythis
isnd the moral teachingsof the Sermonon the Mount, other parts of scrip-
ture, including someteachingsof Jesus,do challengeusto be intelligent, to
work hard, and indeed at times to be crafty. God doesn@ necessarilyhelp
those who help themselves,but Godand life seemto reward those who use
their talents. But there® a fine moral line here and Buechnerdraws it out
brilliantly.

He asks:when someonewho doeswhat Jacobdid andit brings him richesin
this life, where is the moral consequenceheanswercomesto Jacobyears
later. Heis alone one night when a stranger leapsupon him and the two of
them end up wrestling silently with eachother throughout the entire night.
Justasdawnisbreakingandit seemsJacobmight win, everythingissuddenly
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reversed.With aninfinitely superiorstrength that he seemsto havedelibera-
tely held backuntil now, the strangertouches Jacol® thigh and rendershim

helpless.Something deeply transformative happensto Jacobin that expe-
rience of helplessnessNow that he knows that he is finally defeated, he no
longer wants to be free of the stranger® grasp;instead he clingsfiercely to

hisformer foe like adrowning man. Why?

Here® Buechnef® explanation: Orhedarknesshad faded just enoughsothat
for the first time he can dimly seehis opponent® face. And what he seesis
something more terrible than the face of death? the face of love. It isvast
andstrong, half-ruined with suffering andfierce with joy,the faceamanflees
down all the darknessof his daysuntil at last he criesout, ®will not let you
go, unlessyou blessme!6Not a blessinghat he canhavenow by the strength
of hiscunningor the force of hiswill, but ablessingthat he canhaveonly asa
gift.o

There® an entire spirituality here. Theblessingfor which we are forever wre-
stling canonly cometo us asgift, not assomething we can snatchthrough
our own talent, cunning,andstrength. Byhiswit and cunning,Jacobbecame
arich,admiredmanin this world. But in struggling for allthose richeshe was
wrestling with aforce he unconsciouslyperceivedassomeoneor something
to be overcome. Eventually,after manyyearsof struggle, he had an awake-
ning. Light dawned, through a crippling defeat. Andin the light of that defeat
he finally sawthat what he had beenstruggling with for allthat time wasnot
someoneor somethingto be overcome,but the very love he was wrestling
for in all his efforts to achieveand get ahead.

Formany of us,this will alsobe the real awakeningin our lives,waking up to
the fact that in our ambition andin all the schemeswe concoctto get ahead,
we are not wrestling with a someone or something to be overcome by our
strength and wit; we are wrestling with community, love, and with God.And
it will undoubtedly take the defeat of our own strength (and a permanent
limp) before we realize what we are fighting against. Thenwe will give up
trying to win and insteadcling like a drowning manto this face of love, beg-
ging for its blessing,ablessinghat we canhaveonly asa gift.

Believingthat our blessingliesin winning, we strive to wrestle our livesaway
from others until one day, if we are lucky enoughto be defeated, we begin
to beg othersto hangonto us.
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DIGNITY
JUNEL15,2020

Themovie MillionDollarBabytells the story of ayoungwomanwho becomes
aprofessionalboxer. Young,strong, and physicallyvery attractive shecaptu-
resyour heart as,againstall odds, sheeventuallyrisesto the top in her sport.
But then the story turns tragic; sheis unfairly hit by an opponent and ends
up paralyzed,her body broken and with it her health and attractiveness.And
her condition is permanent, there is no cure. She choosesto end her life
through euthanasia.

| had goneto this moviewith ayoungcouple,both solidlycommitted to their
churchandtheir faith. Yetboth of them were in strong sympathywith how
this young woman choseto die. Perhapsit was more their emotions than
themselvesspeakingwhen they justified her mannerof death: (BBut shewas
soyoung and beautiful! It wouldnd have beenright for herto spendthe rest
of her life in that terrible state!d In their young eyes, her debilitated state
stripped her of her essentialdignity.

Whatis dignity?Whenand how isit lost?

Dignity is a promiscuousterm, constantly shedding different partners. It is
alsoa sneakyterm. Sometimesit no longer meanswhat it usedto meanand
nowhere is this truer than when the term is appliedtoday to Gieath with di-
gnityd?What defines death with dignity?

Shortly after Brittany Maynarddied by euthanasiain a casethat caughtwide
public attention, JessicaKeatingwrote an article in Americamagazineasses-
sing that death from various points of view. At one point she takes up the
question of dignity and writes: Orheuse of the term dignity to describethis
death is deeply problematic, sinceit masksthe reality of fear and equates
dignity exclusivelywith radical autonomy, choice, and cognitive capability.
Theresult is a not-so-subtle implication that the personwho choosesdimini-
shmentand suffering diesa lessdignified death.6 (America,March 16,2015)

In muchof our talk about death with dignity today there isin fact the not-so-
subtle implication that the personwho choosesdiminishmentand suffering
over euthanasiadies a lessdignified death. That is hard to deny, given the
dominant ethos of a culture wherein physicaldiminishmentand suffering are
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seenasa very assaulton our dignity. Thishasnot alwaysbeenthe case;in-
deed in former times sometimesthe opposite was true, an aged, physically
diminishedbody was seenas something dignified and beautiful. Why is our
view of dignity different today?

Theyare different becauseof how we conceiveof dignity andbeauty. Forus,
these haveto do mainlywith physicalhealth, physicalvitality, and the physi-
cal attractivenessof the humanbody. For us, aestheticsis a housewith one
room z physicalattractiveness.Everythingelseassaultsour dignity. Thatma-
kesit difficult for usto seeany processthat diminishesand humblesthe hu-
man body by robbing it of its vitality and physicalattractivenessas being a
dignified one. And yet that is normally how the death processworks. If you
have ever journeyedwith someonedying from aterminal diseaseand been
at their bedside when he or she died, you know that physicallythis is not
pretty. Diseasecando horrible things to the body. But doesthis destroy di-
gnity?Doesit makeone lessbeautiful?

Well, that dependson one spirituality and on what one considersas digni-
fied and beautiful. ConsiderJesugideath. By today® concept of dignity, his
was not a very dignified death. We have alwayssanitizedthe crucifixion to
shield ourselvesfrom its raw GOndignityd, but crucifixion was humiliating.
Whenthe Romanschosecrucifixion asa method of capital punishmentthey
had more in mind than just ending someone life. Besideswanting to make
a person suffer optimally and they alsowanted to totally and publicly humi-
liate him by humiliating hisbody. Hencethe personwas stripped naked,with
hisgenitalsexposed,and when he went into spasmsin the moments before
death, hisbowelswould loosen.What canbe more humiliating?What canbe
lessbeautiful?

Yet,who would saythat Jesusdid not die with dignity?Theopposite. Weare
still contemplating the beauty of hisdeath andthe dignity displayedin it. But
that is within a different aesthetics,one that our culture no longer under-
stands.Forus,dignity and beauty areinextricablytied to physicalhealth, phy-
sicalattractiveness,and lack of humiliating diminishmentswithin our physi-
cal body. Within that perspective there is, seemingly,no dignity to Jesu$
death.

| am the first to admit that the issueof death with dignity is an extremely
complexone that raiseslegal, medical,psychological familial, societal, ethi-
cal,and spiritual questionsfor which there are no simpleanswers.But inside
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all of thesequestionsthere still liesan aestheticone: what, ultimately, makes
for beauty?How, ultimately, do we seedignity?Doesa personwith astill at-
tractive, undiminished,physicalbody who voluntarily choosesto die before
that beauty is despoiledby diseasedie more dignified than did Jesus?

OURDEEHR-AILUREN CHARITY
JUNE22,2020

SaintEugenede Mazenod,the founder of the MissionaryOblatesof MaryIm-
maculate,the ReligiousCongregationto which | belong, left us with these
last words as he lay dying: GAmong yourselves charity, charity, charityd. |
dond alwayslive that, though | wish | could, especiallytoday.

We arein abitter time. Everywherethere is anger,condemnation of others,
andbitter disagreement;somuchsothat today we are simplyunableto have
a reasonablediscussionon any sensitive political, moral, or doctrinal issue.
We demonize eachother to the point where any attempt to actuallyreason
with each other (let alone to reach agreement or compromise) mostly just
deepensthe hostility. If you doubt this, simplywatch the newscastsany eve-
ning, read any newspaper,or follow the discussionon most moral and reli-
giousquestions.

Thefirst thing that is evidentisthe nakedhatred inside our energy and how
we tend to justify it on moral andreligiousgrounds. Thisis our protest: wede
fighting for truth, decencyjustice,God family,church,right dogma,right prac-
tice, for Christhimself,soour angerandhatred arejustified. Angerisjustified,
but hatred is an infallible sign that we are acting in a manner contrary to
truth, decency,justice, God,family, church, right dogma, right practice, and
Christ. It would be hard to argue that this kind of energy issuesforth from
God spirit and doesnot sourceitself elsewhere.

Looking at Jesuswe seethat all his energieswere directed towards unity.
Jesusnever preachedhatred, asis clearfrom the Sermonon the Mount, as
is illustrated in his great priestly prayer for unity in John® Gospel,and asis
evident in his frequent warningsto usto be patient with eachother, to not
judge eachother andto forgive eachother.

Back to the LIST



54

But one might object: what about Jesugown (seemingly)bitter judgments?
What about him speakingharshlyof others?What about him losing histem-
per and usingwhipsto drive the money-changersout of the temple?Indeed,
what about his statement: | havecometo bringfire to this earth?

Thesestatements are perenniallymisinterpreted and usedfalselyto rationa-
lize our lack of genuine Christianlove. When Jesussaysthat he hascometo

bring fire to this earth and wishesit were alreadyblazing,the fire he is refer-
ring to isnot the fire of divisionbut the fire of love.Jesusmadeavow of love,
not of alienation. His messageprovoked hateful opposition, but he did not

self-define asacultural or ecclesiawarrior. He preachedandincarnatedonly
love, andthat sometimessparkedits antithesis. (It still does.)He sometimes
triggered hatred in people, but he neverhated in return. Instead, he wept in

empathy, understandingthat sometimesthe messageof love and inclusivity
triggers hatred inside of those who for whatever reasonat that time cannot
fully bearthe word love. Aswell, the incident of him driving the money-chan-
gersout of the temple, forever falselycited to justify our angerandjudgment
of others, hasavery different emphasisand meaning.Hisaction ashe clean-
sesthe temple of the people who were (legitimately) exchangingJewishcur-
rencyfor foreign moneyin order let foreigners buy what they neededto of-
fer sacrifice,hasto do with him clearingaway an obstaclein the way of uni-
versalaccesgo God,not with angerat some particular people.

We frequently ignore the Gospel.Factionalism,tribalism, racism,economic
selfinterest, historical difference, historical privilege, and fear perennially
causebitter polarizationandtrigger ahatred that eatsawayat the veryfabric
of community; and that hatred perennially justifies itself by appealing to
somehigh moral or religiousground. But the Gospelnever allows for that. It
neverlets usbracket charity andit refusesus permissionto justify our bitter-
nesson moral and religious grounds. It callsusto alove, an empathy and a
forgivenessthat reach acrossevery divide so asto wish good and do good
precisely to those who hate us. And it categorically forbids rationalizing
hatred in its nameor in the nameof truth, justice,or right dogma.

Thelate MichaelJ.Buckley,looking at the bitter polarizationin our churches,
suggeststhat nothing justifies our current bitterness: Orhe sad fact stands,
however, that it is frequently no great trick to get religiousmen andwomen
to turn on one another in someterrible form of condemnation. Wars,even
personalwars, are terrible realities,andthe most horrible of these are often
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selfrighteously religious. For deceivedor split off under the guise of good,
under the rubrics of orthodoxy or liberality, of community or of personal
freedom, even of holinessitself, factions of men and women can slowly di-
sintegrate into pettinessor cynicismor hostility or bitterness. In this way the
Christianchurchbecomesdivided.d

We needto be careful inside our cultural and religious wars. Thereis never
an excusefor lack of fundamental charity.

PRAYINGVHENWEDONY KNOWHOW
JUNE29,2020

Hetaught ushow to pray while not knowing how to pray. That® a comment
sometimesmade about Henri Nouwen.

It seemsalmostcontradictory to saythat. How cansomeoneteachusto pray
when he himself doesnd know how? Well, two complexities conspired to-
gether here. Henri Nouwen was a unique mixture of weakness,honesty,
complexity, and faith. That also describesprayer, this side of eternity. Nou-
wen simply shared,humbly and honestly, his own struggleswith prayerand
in seeinghis struggles,the rest of uslearnedalot about how prayeris preci-
selythis strange mixture of weakness honesty,complexity, and faith.

Prayer,aswe know, hasclassicallypeen defined as Ghe lifting of mind and
heart to Godd, and given that our minds and hearts are pathologically com-
plex, sotoo will be our prayer. It will give voice not just to our faith but also
to our doubt. Moreover, in the Epistleto the Romans,St. Paultells us that
when we do not know how to pray, God® Spirit, in groans too deep for
words, prays through us. | suspectthat we dond always recognize all the
forms that takes, how God sometimes prays through our groans and our
weaknesses.

The renowned preacher FrederickBuechner,speaksof something he calls
Gerippled prayersthat are hidden inside our minor blaspheme and are ut-
tered through clenched teeth: GGod help usld Je8usChristd F@ Gods
sakeb Theseare prayersWhynot?If prayerislifting mind and heartto God,
isnd this what® in our mind and heart at that moment?Isnd there a brutal
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honestyin this?JacquesLoew, one of the founders of the Worker-Priestmo-

vement in France,shareshow, while working in a factory, he would someti-

mesbe working with agroup menloading heavybagsonto atruck. Occasio-
nallyone of the menwould accidentlydrop one of the bagswhich would split

openleavingamessandamini-blasphemewould springforth from the man®

lips. Loew, partly seriouslyand partly in jest, points out that while the man

was not exactly sayingthe Lord® Prayer,he was invoking the name of God

in real honesty.

So,isthis in fact agenuinemodality of prayeror isthis taking the Lord®name
in vain?Is this something we should be confessingas a sin rather than clai-
ming asaprayer?

Thecommandmentto not take the name of Godin vain haslittle to do with
those mini- blasphemesthat slip out between clenchedteeth when we drop
abagof groceries,jam afinger painfully, or get caughtin afrustrating traffic
jam.Whatwe utter then maywell be aestheticallyoffensive,in badtaste, and
disrespectfulenough of others so that somesin lieswithin it, but that® not
taking the name of Godin vain. Indeed, there® nothing false about it at all.
In somewaysit the opposite of what the commandmenthasin mind.

Wetend to think of prayerfar too piously.It israrely unadulterated altruistic
praise issuingforth from a focused attention that® grounded in gratitude
andin anawarenessof God.Most of the time our prayerisaveryadulterated
reality z and all the more honest and powerful becauseof that.

Forinstance,one of our great struggles with prayer is that it® not easyto

trust that prayer makesa difference. We watch the eveningnewscasts,see
the entrenched polarization, bitterness, hatred, self-interest, and hardness
of heart that are seeminglyeverywhere,and we lose heart. How do we find

the heart to pray in the face of this?What, inside of our prayer, is going to

changeany of this?

Whileit isnormalto feel this way, we needthis important reminder: prayeris
mostimportant and most powerful preciselywhenwe feel it is most hopeless
Zandwe aremosthelpless.

Whyis this true?1t& true becauseit® only when we are finally empty of our-
selves,empty of our own plansandour own strength that wede in fact ready
to let God® vision and strength flow into the world through us. Prior to fee-
ling this helplessnessand hopelessnessyve are still identifying God® power
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too much with the power of health, politics, and economicsthat we seein
our world; and are identifying hope with the optimism we feel when the
news looks a little better on a given night. If the news looks good, we have
hope; if not, why pray?But we need to pray becausewe trust in Gods
strength and promise, not becausethe newscastson agivennight offer abit
more promise.

Indeed, the less promise our newscastsoffer and the more they make us
aware of our personal helplessness,the more urgent and honest is our
prayer.We needto pray preciselybecausewe are helplessand preciselybe-
causeit does seemhopeless.Inside of that we can pray with honesty, pe-
rhapseventhrough clenchedteeth.

DEEPERHINGSJNDERTHESURFACE
JULY6, 2020

Imagine this. You are the dutiful daughter or son and your mother is
widowed andliving in an assistedliving facility. Youhappento be living close
by while your sisteris living acrossthe country, thousandsof milesaway. So
the weight falls on you to be the one to help take care of your mother. You
dutifully visit her eachday. Everyafternoon, on route home from work, you
stop and spendan hour with her asshehasher early dinner. And you do this
faithfully, five times aweek, yearafter year.

Asyou spendthis hour eachdaywith your mother, yearafter year,how many
times during the course of ayearwill you have atruly stimulating and deep
conversationwith your mother? Once?Twice?Never?What are you talking
about eachday?Trivialthings: the weather, your favorite sports team, what
your kids are doing, the latest show on television, her achesand pains,and
the mundanedetails of your own life. Occasionallyyou might even doze off
for awhile assheeatsher earlydinner.In agood year,perhapsonceor twice,
the conversationwill take on somedepth andthe two of you will sharemore
deeplyabout something of importance; but, savefor that rare occasion,you
will simplybe filling in the time eachdaywith superficialconversation.

But, and this is the question, are those daily visits with your mother in fact
superficial, merely functionary becauseyour conversationsarend deep?Are
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you simply going through the motions of intimate relationship becauseof
duty?ls anything deep happening?

Well, compare this with your sister who is (conveniently) living acrossthe
country and comeshome once a yearto visit your mother. When she visits,
both sheandyour mother arewonderfully animated,they embraceenthusia-
stically, shed sometears upon seeingeach other, and seeminglytalk about
things beyond the weather, their favorite sports teams, and their own ti-
redness.Andyou could kill them both! It seemsthat in this once-a-yearmee-
ting they have something that you, who visit daily, do not have. But is this
true?ls what is happeningbetween your sister and your mother in fact dee-
per than what is occurring eachdaywhen you visit your mother?

Absolutely not. What they have is, no doubt, more emotional and more af-
fective, but it is, at the end of day, not particularly deep. Whenyour mother
dies,you will know your mother better than anyoneelseknows her and you
will be much closerto her than your sister. Why?Becausethrough all those
dayswhenyouvisitedher andseemedto talk about nothing beyondthe wea-
ther, some deeper things were happeningunder the surface.Whenyour si-
ster visited your mother things were happeningon the surface(thoughemo-
tionally and affectively the surfacecanlook wonderfully more intriguing than
what liesbeneathit.) Thatis why honeymoonslook better than marriage.

What your sister had with your mother is what novicesexperiencein prayer
andwhat couplesexperienceon ahoneymoon. What you hadwith your mo-
ther is what people experiencein prayer and relationshipswhen they are
faithful over along period of time. At a certain level of intimacy in all our re-
lationships,including our relationship with Godin prayer, the emotions and
the affectivity (wonderful asthey are) will become lessand lessimportant

and simple presence,just being together, will become paramount. Previous
to that, the important things were happeningon the surfaceand emotions
and affectivity were important; now deepbonding ishappeningbeneaththe

surfaceandemotionsandaffectivity recedein importance.At acertaindepth

of relationshipjust being presentto eachother iswhat isimportant.

Too often, both popular psychology and popular spirituality do not really
graspthis and consequentlyconfusethe novicefor the proficient, the honey-
moon for the wedding, and the surfacefor the depth. In all of our relation-
ships,we cannot make promisesasto how we will alwaysfeel, but we can
make promisesto alwaysbe faithful, to show up, to be there, evenif we are

Back to the LIST



59

only talking about the weather, our favorite sportsteam, the latest television
program, or our own tiredness.And it isokayoccasionallyto fall asleepwhile
there becauseasThereseof Lisieuxoncesaid:alittle childisequallypleasing
to its parents, awake or asleep,probably more asleep!That also holds true
for prayer. God does not mind us occasionallynapping while at prayer be-
causewe are there andthat is enough. Thegreat Spanishdoctor of the soul
Johnof the Crosstells usthat aswe travel deeperinto anyrelationship, be it
with Godin prayer, with eachother in intimacy, or with the community at
large in service,eventuallythe surfacewill be lessemotive and lessaffective
andthe deeperthingswill beginto happenunderthe surface.

SOMESECRET®/ORTHKNOWING
JULY13,2020

Monks have secretsworth knowing, andthese canbe invaluablewhen a co-
ronaviruspandemicis forcing millions of usto live like monks.

Becauseof the Covid19pandemic,millions of ushavebeenforced to stayat
home, work from home, practice social distancing from everyone except
those in our own housesand haveminimalsocialcontact with the outside. In
a manner of speaking,this hasturned many of usinto monks, like it or not.
Whaté the secretto thrive there?

Well, 1Gn not a monk, nor a mental health expert, sowhat | sharehere isnd
exactlythe rule of St.Benedictor a seriesof professionalmental health tips.
It& the fruit of what I&ve learnedfrom monksand from living in the give-and-
take of areligiouscommunity for fifty years.

Here are ten counseldor living when we are, in effect, housebound,that is,
living in a situation wherein we dond haveallot of privacy,haveto do alot of
living within a very smallcircle,face long hours wherein we haveto struggle
to find things that energizeus,andwherein we find ourselvesfor good stret-
chesof time frustrated, bored, impatient, and lethargic. How does one sur-
vive andthrive in that situation?

1. Createaroutine. ThatGthe key. It&what monksdo. Createadetailed

routine for the hours of your day asyou would afinancialbudget. Make this
very practical: list the things you needto do eachday and slot them into a
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concretetimetable andthen stickto that asadiscipline,evenwhen it seems
rigid and oppressive Resistthe temptation to simplygo with the flow of your

energyandmood or to leanon entertainment and whatever distractionscan
be found to get youthrough your daysand nights.

2. Washanddressyour body eachday, asif you were going out into the

world and meeting people.Resistthe temptation to cheaton hygiene,dress,
and make-up. Dond spendthe morning in your pajamas:wash and dressup.

When you dond do this, what are you sayingto your family? They arend

worth the effort? And what are you sayingto yourself?Ian not worth the ef-
fort? Slovenlinessnvariablybecomeslethargy and acedia.

3. Lookbeyondyourselfandyour needseachdayto seeothers andtheir

hurts and frustrations. Youde not in this alone;the others are enduring exa-
ctly what you are. Nothing will make your day harderto endure than exces-
siveselffocus and self-pity.

4, Finda placeto be alonefor sometime everydayand offer othersthat

samecourtesy.Dond apologizethat you need time away, to be by yourself.
That® an imperative for mental health, not a selfish claim. Giveothers that

space.Sometimesyou need to be apart, not just for your own sakebut for

the sakeof the others. Monks live an intense community life, but eachalso
hasa private cell within which to retreat.

5. Havea contemplativepracticeeachdaythat includesprayer. On the

scheduleyou create for yourself, markin at leasta half hour or anhour each
day for some contemplative practice: pray, read scripture, read from a se-
riousbook, journal, paint apicture, paint afence, create an artifact, fix some-
thing, garden,write poetry, write asong,beginamemoir, write along letter

to someoneyou havend seenfor years,whatever; but do some something
that & freeing for your souland haveit include someprayer.

6. Practice(Babbatl® daily. Sabbath need not be a day; it can be an
hour. Giveyourself something very particular to look forward to eachday,
something enjoyableand sensual:a hot bath, a glassof wine, a cigaron the

patio, arerun of afavorite old sitcom, anapin the shadein alawn chair,any-
thing z aslong asit® done purely for enjoyment. Make this adiscipline.

7. PracticeCBabbattd weekly. Make surethat only six daysof the week
are lockedinto your set routine. Breakthe routine once aweek. Setone day
apart for enjoyment, one day when you may eat pancakesfor breakfastin

your pajamas.
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8. Challengegourselfwith somethingnew. Stretch yourself by trying so-
mething new. Learna new language,take up a new hobby, learnto play an
instrument. Thisis an opportunity youde never had.

9. Talkthrough the tensionsthat arisewithin your housez though care-
fully. Tensionswill arise when living in a fishbowl. Monks have community
meetings to sort out those tensions. Talk tensions through honestly with

eachother, but carefully; hurtful remarkssometimesnever quite heal.

10. Takecareof your body. We arend disembodiedspirits. Be attentive

to your body. Getenough exerciseeachdayto keepyour body energized.Be
careful not to usefood asa compensationfor your enforced monasticism.
Monks are careful about their diet 7 except on feast days.

Monks do havesecretsworth knowing!

SACREPERMISSIONOFEEIHUMAN
JULY20,2020

It isnormal to feel restlessasa child, lonely asateenager,and frustrated by
lack of intimacy asan adult; after all we live with insatiabledesiresof every
kind, none of which will everfind full fulfillment this side of eternity.

Wheredo these desirescomefrom?Whyarethey soinsatiableWhat istheir
meaning?

Asayoungboy, the Catholiccatechismsl wasinstructed from and sermonsl

heard from the pulpit in fact answeredthose questions,but in a vocabulary
far too abstract, theological, and churchyto do much for me existentially.
Theyleft me sensingthere was an answer, but not one that was of help to

me. Sol quietly suffered the lonelinessandthe restlessnessMoreover, | ago-
nized becausel felt that it was unholy to feel the way | did. My religiousin-
struction, rich asit was, did not offer any benevolent smilefrom Godon my
restlessnessand dissatisfaction.Puberty and the consciousstirring of sexua-
lity madethings worse. Now not only was | restlessand dissatisfied,but the

raw feelings and fantasiesthat were besetting me were consideredpositi-
vely sinful.

Thatwasmy state of mind when | entered religiouslife and the seminaryim-
mediately after high school. Of course, the restlessnesscontinued, but my
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philosophicalandtheological studiesgave me anunderstandingof what was
so relentlesslystirring inside me and gave me sacredpermissionto be okay
with that.

It started in my novitiate yearwith atalk one day from a visiting priest. We
were novices,most of usin our late teens, and despite our commitment to
religious life we were understandablyrestless,lonely, and fraught with se-
xualtension. Ourvisitor beganhis conferencewith aquestion: QAreyou guys
alittle restlessFeelingabit coopedup here®Wenodded. Hewent on: ONell
you shouldbe! Youmust be jumping out of your skins!All that young energy,
boiling inside you! You must be going crazy!But it& okay, that® what you
should be feeling if youde healthy! It& normal, it® good. Youde young; this
gets better!o

Hearingthis, freed up somethinginside me. Forthe first time, in alanguage
that genuinelyspoketo me, someonehad given me sacredpermissionto be
at home insidemy own skin.

My studiesin literature, theology, and spirituality, continued to give me that
permission,even asthey helped me form avisionasto why these feelings
were inside me, how they took their origins and meaningin God, and how
they were far from impure and unholy.

Lookingbackon my studies,anumber of salientpersonsstandout in helping
me understand the wildness, insatiability, meaning, and ultimate goodness
of human desire. The first was St. Augustine. The now famous quote with

which he beginshis Confessionsy ouhavemadeusfor yourself,Lord,and our
heartsare restlessuntil they restin you, hasforever servedme asthe keyto

tie everything elsetogether.With that as my secretfor synthesis,| met this
axiom in ThomasAquinas:Theadequateobject of the intellect and will is all
beingassuch.Thatmight soundabstractbut evenasatwenty -yearold, | gra-
spedits meaning:In brief, what would you needto experienceto finally say
@noughd | am satisfied?Aquinaddanswer: Everythind Later in my studies |

read Karl Rahner.Like Aquinas,he too can seemhopelesslyabstract when,

for instance,he definesthe humanpersonasObedientiabotencylivinginside
asupernaturalexistential Really2Vell, essentiallywhat he meansby that can
be translatedinto asinglecounselhe once offered afriend: Inthe torment of
the insufficiencyof everythingattainablewe ultimately learnthat here,in this
life, thereisno finishedsymphony.
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Finally,in my studies, | met the person and thought of Henri Nouwen. He
continued to teach me what it meansto live without ever getting to enjoy
the finished symphony,and he articulated this with a unique geniusandin a
fresh vocabulary.ReadingNouwenislike beingintroduced to yourself, while
still standinginsideall your shadows.He alsohelpsgive you the sensethat it
is normal, healthy, and not impure or unholy to feel all those wild stirrings
with their concomitant temptations insideyourself.

Eachof us is a bundle of much untamed eros, of wild desire, longing, re-
stlessness|oneliness,dissatisfaction,sexuality,and insatiability. We need to
be given sacredpermissionto know this is normal and good becauseit is
what we all feel, unlesswe are in a clinical depressionor have for so long
repressedthese feelingsthat now they are expressedonly negativelyin de-
structive ways.

We all need to have someoneto come visit us inside our particular Ghovi-
tiate 0, askus if we are painfully restless,and when we nod our heads,say:
GGood!Youde supposedto feel like that way! It meansyoude healthy! Know
too that Godis smilingon this!o

ONNOTLOCKIN®URDOORS
JULY27,2020
In his book TheSecret,ReneFumoleauhasa poem entitled Sins.Fumoleau,
who was a missionarypriest with the DenePeoplein Northern Canadapnce

askeda group of Eldersto name what they consideredthe worst sin of all.
Theiranswer:

Theten Denediscussedogether,
Andafter awhile Radiscaxplainedio me:
Owetalkedit over,andwe all agree:
Theworst sinpeoplecanmake

isto locktheir door.6

Perhapsat the time this incident took place and in that particular Dene vil-
lage, you could still safelyleaveyour door unlocked, but that® hardly sound
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advicefor most of uswho are safeonly when we havedouble locksand elec-
tronic security systemssecuringour doors. Still these Dene Eldersare right
becauseat the end of the day, theyde speakingof something deeperthan a
securitybolt on our outside door. What doesit reallymeanto lock your door?

Aswe know, there are manykinds of doors we lock and unlockto let others
inandout. JeanPaulSartre,the famed Frenchexistentialist,oncewrote: Hell
isthe other person.While this mayfeel very true emotionally on a given day,
it isthe antithesisof anyreligioustruth, particularly Christiantruth. In all the
great religions of the world, in the end being with others is heaven;ending
up eternally aloneis hell.

That@ atruth built into our very nature. Ashumanpersonswe are constituti-
vely social;meaningwede built in suchaway that while wede alwaysindivi-
dual, private, andidiosyncraticat the sametime wede alwayssocial,commu-
nitarian, and interdependent. Wede built to be with others and there® no
ultimate meaning or fulfillment to be found alone. Indeed, we need each
other simplyto surviveand remain sane.Still more, we need eachother for
love and meaningbecausewithout thesethere® no purposeto us.Toend up
aloneis death of the worst kind.

Thisneedsto be highlighted today becauseboth in society and in our chur-
chestoo manyof usarelockingaselectnumber of our doorsin waysthat are
both destructive and genuinelyunchristian.What& our issue?

Twenty yearsago, Robert Putnam looked at the breakdown of community

within our culture and namedit with acatchyphrase,BowlingAlone.ForPut-

nam, our families, neighborhoods, and wider communities are breaking

down becauseof an excessiveindividualismwithin the culture. More and

more, wede doing things alone, walking within our own idiosyncratic rhy-

thms rather than within community rhythms. Fewwould dispute this assess-
ment.

However, what wede struggling with today goesfurther than the individua-
lism Putnam so playfully names.In the excessiveindividualismPutnam de-
scribes,we end up bowling alone but mostly still inside the same bowling
alley, separatefrom eachother but not locked out. Our problem goes dee-
per. Metaphorically, wede locking each other out of our common bowling
alley. What® meant here?
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Beyond an isolating individualism, wede struggling today in our families,
communities,countries, and churcheswith a demon of a different sort, that
is, with doors locked in bitterness. Politically,in manyof our countries wede
now so polarizedthat the varioussidesare unableto evenhavearespectful,
civil conversationwith eachother. Theother is Chelld. Thisis true too inside
our familieswhere conversationat the Thanksgivingor Christmasdinner has
to carefullyavoidall referencesto what® going on in the country andwe can
only be at the sametable with eachother if we keep our political views loc-
ked away.

Sadly,this is now mirrored in our churcheswhere different visionsof theo-
logy, ecclesiology,and morality have led to a polarization of suchintensity
that eachtheological and ecclesialgroup now staysbehind its own solidly
locked door. There® no opennessto whatd other and all real dialogue has
been replaced by mutual demonization. Thislack of opennessis ultimately
what the Denerefer to asthe worst sinof all, ourlockeddoors. Hellthen really
isthe other person. Sartremust be smiling.

It interesting how evil works. The Gospelsgive ustwo separatewords for
the evil one. Sometimesthe evil one is called Ghe devild (Diabolo$ and so-
metimesthe eviloneis calledGsatand (Satana$. Both describethe evil power
that works againstGod,goodness,andlove within acommunity. The(Devil
works by dividing us, one from another, breakingdown community through
jealousy, pride, and false freedom; whereas C8atard works in the reverse
way. Satanunites usin sickwaysso asto haveus,asgroups,demonizeeach
other, carry out crucifixions, and cling to eachother feverishly through sick
kinds of hysteriaand ideologiesthat makefor scapegoating,racism,sexism,
and group-hatred of everykind. Either way, whether it& satan or the devil,
we end up behindlocked doors where those outside of ourselvesare seenas
hell.

Soit&true, Ghe worst sinwe canmakeisto lock our doors.0

LETTINGSOOFFALSH-EAR
AUGUST, 2020

Recentlyin aradio interview, | was askedthis question: Gf you were on your
deathbed,what would youwant to leavebehindasyour parting words? The
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guestion momentarily took me aback.What would | want to leavebehind as
my last words?Not havingtime for muchreflection, | settled on this. | would
want to say:Dond be afraid. Livewithout fear. Dond be afraid of death. Most
of all,dond be afraid of Godb

Ion a cradle Catholic,born to wonderful parents, catechizedby some very
dedicatedteachers,and I&e had the privilege of studying theology in some
of the best classroomsin the world. Stillit took mefifty yearsto rid myselfof
anumber of crippling religiousfearsandto realizethat Godisthe one person
of whom you need not be afraid. It & taken me most of my life to believethe
words that come from God® mouth over three hundred times in scripture
and are the initial words out of the mouth of Jesuswhenever he meets so-
meonefor the first time after hisresurrection: Donot be afraid!

It hasbeenafifty -yearjourneyfor me to believethat, to trust it. For most of
my life I&ve lived in a false fear of God,and of many other things. Asayoung
boy, | had a particular fear of lightning storms which in my young mind de-
monstrated how fierce andthreatening Godcould be. Thunderandlightning
were portents which warned us, religiously,to be fearful. | nursedthe same
fears about death, wondering where soulswent after they died, sometimes
looking at a dark horizon after the sunhad set and wondering whether peo-
ple who had died were out there somewhere, haunted in that endless
darkness,still suffering for what theya@ had not gotten right in life. | knew
that God was love, but that love also held a fierce, frightening, exacting
justice.

Thosefearswent partially underground during my teenageyears.l made my
decisionto enter religiouslife at the age of seventeenand have sometimes
wondered whether that decisionwas made freely and not out of falsefear.
Looking backon it now however, with fifty yearsof hindsight, | know that it
wasnd fear that compelled me, but a genuine senseof being called, of kno-
wing from the influence of my parentsandthe Ursulinenunswho catechized
me, that one life is not one® own, that one is calledto serve.But religious
fear remainedunhealthily strong within me.

So,what helped me let go of that? Thisdoesnd happenin a day or year;it is
the cumulative effect of fifty yearsof bits and piecesconspiringtogether. It
started with my parentsdeathswhen | wastwenty -two. After watching both
my mother and father die, | was no longer afraid of death. It was the first
time | wasnd afraid of a dead body sincethese bodieswere my mother and
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father of whom | was not afraid. My fears of Godeasedgraduallyeverytime
| tried to meet Godwith my soul naked in prayer and cameto realize that
your hair doesna turn white when you are completely exposedbefore God;
insteadyou becomeunafraid. My fearslessenedtoo asl ministeredto others
andlearnedwhat divine compassionshouldbe, asl studied andtaught theo-
logy, astwo cancerdiagnosesforced me to contemplate for real my own
mortality, and asa number of colleagues,family, and friends modeled how
one canlive more freely.

Intellectually, anumber of personsparticularly helped me: John Sheahelped
me realize that Godis not a law to be obeyed, but an infinitely empathic
energythat wants usto be happy; Robert Moore helped me to believethat
Godisstill looking on uswith delight; CharlesTaylorhelpedmeto understand
that Godwants usto flourish; the bitter anti-religiouscriticismof atheistslike
FrederickNietzschehelped me seewhere my own concept of Godand reli-
gion neededa massivepurification; andan older brother, amissionarypriest,
kept unsettling my theology with irreverent questionslike, what kind of God
would want us to be frightened of him?A lot of bits and piecesconspired
together.

What@the importance of lastwords?Theycanmeanalot or alittle. My dad®
last words to us were Cbe carefuld, but he was referring to our drive home
from the hospitalin snow andice.Lastwords arend alwaysintended to leave
a message;they can be focused on sayinggoodbye or simply be inaudible
sighsof painand exhaustion;but sometimesthey canbe your legacy.

Giventhe opportunity to leave family and friends a few last words, | think
that after | first tried to saya proper goodbye, I@ saythis: Dond be afraid.
Dond be afraid of living or of dying. Especiallydond be afraid of God.

SUICIDEANDMELANCHOLY

AUGUSTL0,2020
We no longer understand melancholy. Todaywe lump all forms of melan-
cholytogether into one indiscriminatebundle and callit Glepressiord. While

alot of good is being done by psychiatrists,psychologists,and the medical
professionin terms of treating depression,somethingimportant isbeinglost
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at the sametime. Melancholyis much more than what we call Gdepressior®.
Forbetter andfor worse, the ancientssaw melancholyasa gift from God.

Prior to modern psychologyand psychiatry, melancholywas seenprecisely
asagift from the divine.In Greekmythology, it evenhadits own god, Saturn,

and it was seenas a rich but mixed gift. On one hand, it could bring souk
crushingemotions suchasunbearableloneliness,paralyzingobsessions,n-
consolablegrief, cosmicsadness and suicidaldespair;on the other hand, it

could alsobring depth, genius,creativity, poetic inspiration,compassion,my-
sticalinsight, and wisdom.

No more. Todaymelancholyhaseven lost its name and hasbecome, in the

words of Lyn Cowan,a Jungiananalyst, &linicalized,pathologized, and me-
dicalized so that what poets, philosophers,blues singers, artists, and my-
stics have forever drawn on for depth is now seenasa Greatable illness

rather than as a painful part of the soul that doesnd want treatment but

wants insteadto be listenedto becauseit intuits the unbearableheaviness
of things, namely,the torment of humanfinitude, inadequacyand mortality.

For Cowan,modern psychology® preoccupation with symptoms of depres-
sionandits relianceon drugs in treating depressionshow an Gappalling su-
perficiality in the face of realhumansuffering.d Forher, apart from whatever

elsethis might mean,refusingto recognizethe depth and meaningof melan-
choly is demeaningto the sufferer and perpetrates a violenceagainsta soul

that isalreadyin torment.

Andthat isthe issuewhen dealingwith suicide.Suicideis normally the result
of asoulin torment and in most casesthat torment is not the result of amo-
ral failure but of amelancholywhich overwhelmsapersonat atime when he
or sheistoo tender, too weak,too wounded, too stressed,or too biochemi-
callyimpaired to withstand its pressure.Leo Tolstoy, the Russiannovelist,
who eventuallydid die by suicide,had written earlier about the melancholic
forcesthat sometimesthreatened to overwhelm him. Here® one of hisdiary
entries: Ghe force which drew me awayfrom life wasfuller, more powerful,

and more generalthan any mere desire. It was a force like my old aspiration
to live, only it impelled me in the opposite direction. It was an aspiration of

my whole beingto get out of life.6 6

There® still alot we dond understandabout suicideand that misunderstan-
ding isnd just psychological it& alsomoral. In short, we generallyblamethe
victim: If your soulis sick,it& your fault. Forthe most part that is how people
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who die by suicideare judged. Eventhough publicly we have come a long
way in recenttimes in understandingsuicideand now claimto be more open
and lessjudgmental morally, the stigmaremains.We still have not madethe
samepeacewith breakdownsin mental health aswe havemadewith break-
downs in physicalhealth. We dond havethe samepsychologicaland moral
anxieties when someone dies of cancer, stroke, or heart attack as we do
when someonedies by suicide.Thosewho die by suicideare, in effect, our
new Qepersd.

In former times when there was no solution for leprosy other than isolating
the person from everyone else, the victim suffered doubly, once from the
diseaseandthen (perhapsevenmore painfully) from the socialisolationand
debilitating stigma. He or she was declared Quncleard and had to own that
stigma.But the personsuffering from leprosystill hadthe consolationof not
being judged psychologicallyor morally. Theywere not judged to be Qun-
cleand in those areas.Theywere pitied.

However,we only feel pity for those whom we havend ostracized,psycholo-
gicallyand morally. That® why we judge rather than pity someonewho dies
by suicide.For us, death by suicidestill renders personsQuncleard in that it

puts them outside of what we deemasmorally and psychologicallyaccepta-
ble. Theirdeathsare not spokenof inthe sameway asother deaths. Theyare
doubly judged, psychologically(If yoursoulissick,it &yourown fault) and mo-
rally (Yourdeathisabetrayal).Todie by suicideisworse than dying of leprosy.

IGn not sure how we canmove past this. AsPascabkays,the heart hasits rea-
sons.Sotoo doesthe powerful taboo insideusthat militates againstsuicide.
There are good reasonswhy we spontaneouslyfeel the way we do about
suicide. But, perhaps a deeper understanding of the complexity of forces
that lie inside of what we naively label Glepressiord might help us under-
standthat, in most cases suicidemay not be judged asa moral or psycholo-
gicalfailure, but asa melancholythat hasoverpowered a suffering soul.
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PORNOGRAPHAND THESACRED
AUGUSTL7,2020

Theancient Greekshad gods and goddessesfor everything, including a god-
dessof Shamecalled Aidos.Shamefor them meant much more than it nor-
mally meansto us. In their mind, shamebrought with it modesty, respect,
and a certain neededreticencebefore things that should remainprivate and
hidden. Thegoddessof shameinstructed you asto when you were supposed
to turn your eyesaway from things too intimate to be seen.Shame,asthey
understood it, contained a modesty and reverence you were supposedto
feel in the presenceanything sacredor when you were receiving a gift or
when makinglove.

They had an intriguing myth undergirding this: Aphrodite, the goddess of
Love,isborn out of the sea;but, assherisesabovethe wavesin her stunning
beauty, her nakednessis shielded by three deities: Aidos,the goddess of
shame;Eros.the god of love; and Horai,the goddessof propriety. Theypro-
tect her nakedbody with love, propriety, and shame.Forthe ancientGreeks,
this was areligioustruth, one which taught that without thesethree deities
of protection, the nakedbody should not be seen.Whennakedness(of any
kind) isnot protected by these deities, it is unfairly exposedand dishonored.

| cite this myth to make a caseagainstpornography, sincetoday it istoo nai-
vely acceptedin the culture andits real harm is mostly unrecognized.

Let me beginthis way. First,internet pornographyistoday, far and away,the
biggest addiction in the whole world. No credible analystor critic will deny
that. Like all addictions, it® also deadly. Yet, more and more we seeour So-
ciety become casualand evenindifferent to it. Pornographyis everywhere,
isoften seenasharmless,andit®not uncommonto seemainstreamsitcoms
on television speakof someone® porn collection asthey might speakof his
collection of toy airplanes.Beyondthat, we havemore people positivelychal-
lenging those who speakout againstpornography. I&e had colleagues,Chri-
stian theologians, say: ONVhy are we so uptight about seeingsex! Sexis the
most beautiful thing Godleft us,why cand it be seen®

Why cand it be seenWe might beginwith CarlJung® statement that one of
our greatest naivetiesis that we believethat energyis friendly and is always
something we cancontrol. It isnd. Energyisimperialistic,it wants to take us

Back to the LIST



71

over and control us.Onceit takeshold of us,it canbe hardto turn off. That®
one of the reasonswhy pornography is so dangerous.lts energy takes hold
like a Glemonicd possession.

But pornography is not only dangerous,it® alsowrong, badly wrong. Those
who protest that sex is beautiful and there should be nothing wrong in
seeingit are, in fact, half right; sexis beautiful 8 but its energy and nake-
dnessare so powerful that it should not be seen, at least not without the
deities of love, propriety, and shamein attendance.

AsChristianswe dond believein a pantheon of gods and goddesseswe be-
lievein only one God;but that God containsall other deities, including Aph-
rodite, Aidos,Eros,and Horai(Beauty, Shame,Love, and Propriety). Moreo-
ver that Godis alwaysshieldedfrom our look, shrouded, hidden, not to be
approachedexcept in reverence,and for areason.Our faith tells us, no one
canlook at Godandlive.

That® why pornographyiswrong. It isnd wrong becausesexisnd beautiful,
but rather becausesexis sopowerful asto carrysomeof the veryenergyand
power of the divine. That® alsowhy pornography is so powerfully addictive
Z and so harmful. Sexis beautiful but its naked beauty, like the naked body
of Aphrodite arisingout of the sea,may only be looked at when it properly
attended by love and propriety and protected by shame.

In the end, all sinsare sinsof irreverenceand that irreverence alwayscon-
tains someimpropriety, disrespectand shamelessnessPornographyis a sin
of irreverence. Metaphorically, it is standing before the burning bush with
our shoeson aswe watch Aphrodite arisenakedout of the seawithout being
accompaniedby love and propriety without shameshieldingour eyesfrom
her nakedness.

There® why the world of art makesa distinction between being naked and
being nude,andwhy the former isdegradingwhile the latter isbeautiful. The
difference? Being naked is being unhealthily exposed, exhibited, shown,
peekedat, in awaythat violatesintimacyanddignity. Converselybeing seen
nude is to have your nakednessproperly attended to by love and propriety
and shielded by shame so that your very vulnerability helps reveal your
beauty.

Pornography degradesboth those who indulge in it and those unhealthily
exposedinit. It iswrong from both ahumanview andthe view of faith. From
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the humanview, Aphrodite® nakedbody needsto havedivine shields.From
the view of faith, we believethat no one canlook at the face of Godandlive.

THEINVITATIONTOCOURAGE
AUGUSD4,2020

Courageisnd one of my strong points, at leastnot one particularkind of cou-
rage.

Scripturetells usthat asJohnthe Baptistgrew up he becamestrongin spirit.
My growing up was somewhat different. Unlike Johnthe Baptist, as| grew
up | becameaccommodatingin spirit. Thishad its reasons.l was born with
what Ruth Burrowswould describeasa Qortured sensitivityd, an over-sensi-
tive personality,andhaveneverbeenableto developatough skin. That® not
the stuff of which prophets are made.Whenyoude a child on the playground
you better havethe raw physicalstrength to challengea situation that@ un-
fair or you better let things aloneso asnot to get hurt. Youalsobetter deve-
lop razorsharp skills at avoiding confrontation and in the art of peacema-
king. Aswell, when you arend gifted with superiorphysicalstrength andchal-
lenging situations arise on the playground, you quickly learn to walk away
from confrontation. On the playground the lamb knows better than to lie
down with the lion or to confront the lion, irrespectiveof the prophet Isaiah®
eschatologicalvisions.

Andthat& not all bad. Growingup as| did didnd makefor the tough skinand

raw courageit takesto be aprophet, but it did give me anacuteradarscreen,
namely, a sensitivity which at its best is a genuine empathy (though at its

worst hasme avoiding situations of conflict). Either way, it® hasnd particu-
larly gifted me with the qualities that make for prophetic courage.| want,

habitually,not to upsetpeople.| dislikeconfrontation andwant peacefulness
at almost any cost, though | do draw somelinesin the sand.But 1Gn no John

the Baptist and it® taken me many yearsto learn that, admit it, and under-
stand why z and alsoto understandthat my temperament and history are

only an explanationand not an excusefor my cowardiceat times.

Inthe end, the virtue of courageis not contingent upon birth, temperament,
or mental toughness,though these canbe helpful. Courageis a gift from the
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Holy Spirit and that® why oned® temperament and background may only
serveasan explanationand not asanexcusefor alackof courage.

I highlight this becauseour situation today demandscourage from us, the
couragefor prophecy. We desperatelyneed prophets today, but they arein
short supply and too many of us are not particularly eagerto volunteer for
the task. Whynot?

Arecentissueof Commonweamagazinefeatured an article by BryanMassin-
gale,astrong prophetic voiceon the issueof racism.Massingalesubmitsthat

the reasonwe seesollittle real progressin dealingwith racialinjusticeisthe

absenceof prophetic voiceswhere they are most needed,in this case,among
the manygood white people who seeracialinjustice,sympathizewith those
suffering from it, but dond do anything about it. Massingale,who lectures
widely acrossthe country, shareshow againand againin his lecturesandin

hisclassegpeople askhim: Buthow do | addresghis without upsettingpeople?
Thisquestion aptly expressesour reticence and, | believe, namesboth the

issueandthe challenge.

As Shakespearavould say,Ah, there® the rub!d For me, this question tou-
chesasensitivemoral nerve.Hadl beenin one of hisclassed would no doubt

have been one of those to askthat question: but how do | challengeracism
without upsetting people?Here® my problem: | want to speakout propheti-
cally,but | don@ want to upsetothers; | want to challengethe white privilege
which wede so congenitally blind to, but | dond want to alienatethe gene-
rous,good-hearted peoplewho support our school;l want to speakout more
strongly againstinjusticein my writing, but | dond want multiple newspapers
drop my column as a result; | want to be courageousand confront others,
but dond want to live with the hatred that ensues;and | want to publicly
name injustices and name names, but dond want to alienate myself from

those very people. Sothis leavesme still praying for the courageneededfor

prophecy.

Severalyearsago, a visiting professor at our school,an Afro-Americanman,
was sharingwith our faculty some of the neardailyinjusticeshe experiences
simply becauseof the color of his skin. At one point | askedhim: Of I, asa
white man, cameto you like Nicodemuscameto Jesusat night and asked
you what | should do, what would you tell med Hisanswer:Jesusdidnd let
Nicodemusoff easilyjust becausehe confessedhis fears. Nicodemushadto
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do a public act to bring his faith into the light, he had to claim Jesu®dead
body. Hence,his challengeto me:you needto do apublic act.

Hed right; but 1am still praying for the prophetic courage to do that. And
arend we all?

THELASTTEMPTATION
AUGUSB1,2020

Thelasttemptation isthe greatesttreason:
Todo the right deedfor the wrong reason.

T.S.Eliotwrote those words to describehow difficult it isto purge our moti-
vation of selfishconcerns,to do things for reasonsthat are not ultimately
about ourselves.In Eliot®

Murderin the Cathedralhismaincharacteris ThomasBecket,the Archbishop
of Canterbury,who is martyred for his faith. From every outward appea-
rance, Becketis a saint, unselfish,motivated by faith and love. But as Eliot
teasesout in Murderin the Cathedralthe outward narrative doesnd tell the
deeper story, doesnd show what® more radicallyat issue.lt® not that Tho-
masBecketwasnd a saint or wasnd honest in his motivation for doing good
works; rather there still a Oast temptation 6 that he neededto overcome
on the road to becoming a full saint. Beneaththe surface narrative there®
alwaysa deeper, more-subtle, invisible, moral battle going on, a Qast temp-
tation 6 that must be overcome. What@ that temptation?

It® atemptation that comesdisguisedasa grace and tempts usin this way:
be unselfish, be faithful, do good things, never compromise the truth, be
about others, carry your solitude at a high level, be above the mediocrity of
the crowd, be that exceptionalmoral person,acceptmartyrdom if it isasked
of you. But why?Forwhat reason?

There are many motives for why we want to be good, but the one that di-
sguisesitself as a grace and is really a negative temptation is this one: be
good becauseof the respect, admiration, and permanentgood name it will
win you, for the genuineglory that this brings. Thisis the temptation faced
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by agood person.Wantingagood nameis not abadthing, but in the end it
still about ourselves.

In my more reflective moments, |an haunted by this andleft with self-doubts.
Am | really doing what | am doing for Jesusfor others, for the world, or am
| doing it for my own good name and how | canthen feel good about that?
Am | doing it sothat others might leadfuller, lessfearful, livesor am | doing
it for the respectit garnersfor me?Whendn teachingis my real motivation
to makeothers fall in love with Jesusor to havethem admire me for my insi-
ghts?When| write books and articles,am | really trying to dispensewisdom
or am| trying to show how wise | am?It this about Godor about me?

Perhapswe can never really answerthese questionssinceour motivation is
alwaysmixed and it& impossibleto sort this out exactly. But still, we owe it
to others andto ourselvesto scrutinize ourselvesover this in prayer,in con-
science,in spiritual direction, andin discussionwith others. How do we over-
come that Gast temptationd, to do the right things and not make it about
ourselves?

Thestruggle to overcome selfishnessand motivate ourselvesby a clear, ho-
nest altruism can be an impossible battle to win. Classicallythe churches
havetold usthere are sevendeadlysins(pride, greed,wrath, envy,lust, glut-
tony, sloth) that aretied to our very nature and with which we will struggle
our whole lives. And the problem is that the more we seemto overcome
them, the more they manageto simply disguisethemselvesin more subtle
forms in our lives.Forexample,take Jesugcounselto not be proud andtake
the most prestigiousplaceat table andthen be embarrassedby being asked
to moveto alower place,but rather humbly taking the lowest seatso asto

be invited to move higher. That® sound practical advice,no doubt, but it can
alsobe arecipefor apride we canreallybe proud of. Oncewe havedisplayed
our humility and been publicly recognizedfor it, then we canfeel atruly su-
perior pride in how humble wede been! It& the samefor all of the deadly
sins.Aswe succeedin not givinginto crassertemptations, they re-root them-
selvesin subtler forms within us.

Ourfaults displaythemselvespublicly and crasslywhen wede immature, but
the hard fact is that they generally dond disappearwhen we are mature.
Theysimplytake on more subtle forms. Forinstance, when Idn immature and
wrapped up in my own life and ambitions, | might not give much thought to
helpingthe poor. Then,when 1Gn older, more mature and more theologically
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schooled, | will write articles publicly confessingthat we all should be doing
more for the poor. Well, challengingmyselfand others to be more attentive
to the poor isin fact agood thing 8 and while that might not help the poor
very much, it will certainly help me to feel better about myself.

How do we ever get beyond this, this last temptation, to do the right thing
for the wrong reason?

MYSTICAIEEXPERIENCENDEVERYDAWVEOPLE
SEPTEMBER 2020

What kindsof things helpinducemysticismin our lives? was askedthat que-
stion recently and this was my immediate, non-reflected, answer: whatever
brings tears to your eyesin either genuine sorrow or genuine joy; but that
responsewas predicated on alot of things.

What is mysticismWhat makesfor mysticalexperience?

In the popular mind mysticismis misunderstood badly. We tend to identify
mysticismwith what® extraordinary and paranormal, and see it as some-
thing for the spiritual elite. For most people, mysticism means spiritual vi-
sionsand ecstatic experienceswhich take you outside of normal consciou-
sness.

Mysticismcanbe that sometimes,though normallyit hasnothing to do with

visions,altered states of consciousnessor states of ecstasy.Ratherit hasto

do with a searingclarity of mind and heart. Mystical experiencesare expe-
riencesthat cut through all the things that normally block us from touching
our deepestselves,andthey are rare becausenormally our consciousnesss
cut off from our deep, true, virginal self by the influence of ego, wound, hi-
story, socialpressure,ideology, falsefear, and allthe variousaffectations we
don andshedlike clothing. Rarelyare we everin touch with our deepestcen-
ter, without filters, purely; but when we are,that®what makesfor amystical
experience.

Mysticism,as Ruth Burrows definesit, isbeingtouchedby Godin awaythat &
beyondwords, imagination,andfeeling God,aswe know, is OnenessTruth,
Goodnessand Beauty So any time we are genuinely touched by oneness,
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truth, goodness,or beauty, without anything distorting that, wede havinga
mysticalexperience.What might that look like?

Ruth Burrows describesa mystical experience which radically changedher
life when she was eighteen yearsold, a senior at a private high school for
young women operated by an order of nuns,on aretreat preparing for gra-
duation, andnot very mature. Sheand one of her friends were not taking this
retreat very seriously,passingnotes to eachother and pulling pranksduring
the conferences.At a point, their antics were disturbing enough that the
nuns pulled them out of the group and had them sit in silencein a chapel,
chaperonedby ateacher,wheneverthe rest of the classwasat aconference.
At first, Burrows confessesthey continuedtheir joking around, but the hours
were long andthe silenceeventuallywore her down. Sitting alone,bored and
irritated, amysticalexperiencegracedher, uninvited and unexpected.And it
cameupon her not asavisionor an ecstasy,but asa moment of searingcla-
rity. At a certain moment, sitting alone,she saw herselfwith absolute clarity
for who shereallywas, in all her immaturity andin all her goodness.It chan-
ged her life. Fromthen on sheknew who shewasz beyond ego, wound, im-
maturity, peer pressure,ideology, and all affectation. In that moment she
knew her deepestself purely (and the only thing that was extraordinary was
its extraordinary clarity).

So,what kinds of things might induce mysticalexperiencesin our lives?The
short answer:anything that takesyou beyond your ego, your wounds, your
affectations, and the powerful social pressureswithin which you breathe,
that is, anything that helpsput you in touch with who you really are and ma-
kesyouwant to be abetter person. Andthis canbe manythings. It might be
abook you read; it might be the beauty of nature; it might be the sight of a
newborn baby,a crying child,awounded animal,or the face of someonesuf-
fering; or it might be what you feel deep down when you receivean expres-
sion of love, bless someone, express genuine contrition, or share
helplessnesslit canbe manythings.

Severalyearsago while teachinga course,| assignedthe students anumber
of booksto read, amongthem Christopherde Vinck®, Onlythe HeartKnows
Howto Findthem z PreciousMemoriesfor FaithlessTime. Thisis a seriesof
autobiographical essayswithin which de Vinck simply sharesvery warmly
about hismarriage,hischildren,and hishomelife. At the end of the semester
ayoungwoman, with de Vinck® book in her hand,saidto me: Crather, thisis
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the bestbook Ive everread. |ave alwaysfanciedmyselfavery free, liberated
person and I&e slept my way through severalcities, but now | realizethat
what | want iswhat this manhas.l want sexto take me home.l want ahome.
| want the marriagebed. | know now what | need!o

ReadingChristopherde Vinck® book had triggered a mysticalexperiencein-
sideher, not unlike the one describedby Ruth Burrows. Readingthe Storyof
a Soulby Thereseof Lisieuxgenerallydoesthat for me.

So, here® my counsel:seekout what does that for you. It doesnd have to
bring tearsto your eyes, it just hasto point you with searingclarity towards
home!

MOVINGBEYONIMISTAKERANDWEAKNESSES
SEPTEMBER4,2020

Theexcusableloesrii needto be excusedandthe inexcusableannotbe excu-
sed

Michael Buckley wrote those words and they contain an important chal-
lenge. Wede forever trying to make excusesfor things we need not make
excusesfor and are forever trying to excusethe inexcusable.Neither is ne-
cessary.Or helpful.

We canlearnalessonfrom how Jesusdealt with those who betrayed him. A
prime exampleisthe apostle Peter,speciallyjchosenand namedthe veryrock
of the apostoliccommunity. Peter was an honest manwith a childlike since-
rity, a deep faith, and he, more than most others, graspedthe deeper mea-
ning of who Jesuswas and what his teaching meant. Indeed, it was he who

in responseto Jesudquestion (Who do you sayl am?)replied, Orouare the

Christ,the son of the Living Godd Yet minutes after that confessionJesus
hadto correct Peter false conception of what that meant andthen rebuke
him for trying to deflect him from hisvery mission.More seriously,it was Pe-
ter who, within hours of an arrogant boast that though all others would

betray Jesushe alonewould remainfaithful, betrayed Jesusthree times,and

this in Jesu®most needyhour.

Later we are privy to the conversation Jesushas with Peter vis-a-vis those
betrayals. What significantis that he doesnd askPeterto explain himself,
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doesnd excusePeter, and doesnd saythings like: Orouwerend really your-
self!l canunderstandhow anyonemight be veryfrightened in that situation!
| can empathize, | know what fear cando to you!6 None of that. The excu-
sabledoesnd needto be excusedandthe inexcusablecannot be excused.In
Peter® betrayal,asin our own betrayals,there®invariablysomeof both, the
excusableandthe inexcusable.

Sowhat doesJesusdo with Peter?Hedoesnd askfor anexplanation,doesnd
askfor anapology,doesnd tell Peterthat it is okay,doesnd offer excusesfor
Peter, and doesnd eventell Peterthat he loves him. Instead he asksPeter:
(Do you love me® Peter answersyesz and everythingmovesforward from
there.

Everythingmoves forward from there. Everything can move forward follo-
wing a confessionof love, not leastan honest confessionof love in the wake
of a betrayal. Apologies are necessary(becausethat® taking ownership of
the fault andthe weaknessso asto lift it completely off the soul of the one
who wasbetrayed) but excusesare not helpful. If the action wasnot abetra-
yal, no excuseis necessaryjf it was, no excuseabsolvesit. An excuseor an
attempt at one servestwo purposes,neither of them good. First, it servesto
rationalize and justify, none of which is helpful to the betrayed or the
betrayer. Second,it weakensthe apology and makesit lessthan cleanand
full, thus not lifting the betrayal completely off the soul of the one who has
been betrayed; and, becauseof that, is not ashelpful an expressionof love
asisaclear,honestacknowledgementof our betrayaland an apology which
attempts no excusefor its weaknessand betrayal.

What love asksof us when we are weak is an honest, non-rationalized, ad-
missionof our weaknessalongwith astatement from the heart:  love you!d
Things can move forward from there. The past and our betrayal are not
expunged, nor excused;but, in love, we canlive beyond them. Toexpunge,
excuse,or rationalizeisto not livein the truth; it isunfair to the one betrayed
sincehe or shebearsthe consequencesand scars.

Only love can move us beyond weaknessand betrayal and this is an impor-
tant principle not just for those instancesin life when we betray and hurt a
loved one, but for our understandingof life in general. Wede human, not di-
vine, and as such are beset, congenitally, body and mind, with weaknesses
and inadequaciesof every sort. None of us, asSt. Paulgraphicallysaysin his
Epistleto the Romans,ever quite measureup. Thegood we want to do, we
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end up not doing, andthe evilwe want to avoid, we habituallyend up doing.
Someof this, of course,is understandable,excusable,just as some of it is
inexcusable,savefor the fact that wede humansand partially a mystery to
ourselves.Either way, at the end of the day, no justification or excusesare
askedfor (or helpful). Wedond move forward in relationshipby telling either
Godor someonewe have hurt: Orouhaveto understand!In that situation,
what elsewas | to do too?| didnd meanto hurt you, | was just too weak to
resist!d That® neither helpful, nor calledfor. Thingsmove forward when we,
without excuses,admit weakness,and apologize for betrayal. Like Peter
when askedthree times by Jesus:(Do you love me®d from our hearts we
needto say:Orouknow everything, you know that | love you.6

GODISHAPPY
SEPTEMBERL2020

Christianity,Judaism,and Islam ultimately all believe in the sameGod. Inte-
restingly,too, inthe popular mind they alsoalltend to conceiveof Godin the
sameway, namely,asmale,celibate,and not being particularly happy.

Well, the genderof Godis not somethingwe canever conceptualize.Godis
neither male or female, nor some androgynousmix of gender. Sohow can
we conceptualizeGod® gender?We cand, pure and simple. Classicallyede
spokenof Godasmale, evenaswe know that this isnd exactly true because
we affirm, dogmatically,that Godisineffable, incapableof everbeing captu-
red in anyconcept. Thatalsoholdstrue for our notion of Godascelibate,as
not having a wife. How masculinityand femininity interrelate in Godis also
ineffable, incapableof being conceivedof, but we know Godis not simplya
male celibate.

But what about that other popular notion, namely,that Godis not particu-
larly happy, especiallywith us?

Here we have a clear answer: Godis happy. How can God not be?If Godis
perfect oneness,perfect goodness,perfect truth, perfect beauty, and per-
fect fullnessin every way, how then can Godnot be perfect happiness?An
unhappy Godwould not be Godfor sucha Godwould be lackingthe power
to make Himself (pardon the pronoun) happy. Not a minor inadequacyfor
God.Soaperfect Godisalsoaperfectly happyGod.But that® a metaphysical
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statement. We canstill ask,is Godhappy emotionally and is Godhappy with

us?Mustnd Godfrown at times and shakehis headin disappointmentat our
behavior?SurelyGodcand be happywith alot that goeson in our world. God
cand be happyin the face of sin.

Well,just asin everyother thing about God,there are things here we cannot
comprehend.However, this much must be affirmed, both from what® dee-
pestin revelationin our scripturesandfrom the testimony of countlessgood
people: Godis happy Godis not habitually disappointedwith us,frowning at
our weaknessesand sendingthe majority of usto hell. Rather,Godislike the
loving parent of a little child, forever luring us forwards, delighting in our
energy,wanting usto flourish, saddenedwhen we act in waysthat bring un-
happinessto others andto ourselves but understandingof weaknessrather
than angry and unhappy.

Julianof Norwich, the famed mystic, describesGodthis way: Godsitsin hea-
ven, smiling,completelyrelaxed, his facelooking like a marveloussymphony.
Whenl first readthis passagesomeyearsago, | wastaken abackboth by the
concept of God as smiling and by the image of God asrelaxed. | had never
thought of God as Gelaxedd. Surelywith all that& happeningin our world
and surelywith all the betrayals,large and small,in our lives, God must be
tense, frustrated andanxious.It&difficult but easierto picture Godassmiling
(at leastsometimes),but it& exceedinglydifficult to picture Godasrelaxed,
asnot being tense about all that® wrong with usand our world.

Here® my journey in grappling with that. | was wonderfully blessedin my
religious background. Frommy parents and family, through the parishcom-
munity | grew up in, through the Ursulinenunswho taught me in school,you
couldnd@ have ordered a more-ideal faith milieu. | experiencedfaith and reli-
gion being lived out in real life in a way that gaveit credibility and made it
attractive. My seminarytraining and theological studies strongly reinforced
that. But, allthat time, underneath,there was a picture of a Godwho wasnd
very happy and who smiledonly when the occasionmerited it, which wasnd
veryoften. Theconsequenceof that in my life wasananxiousattempt always
to measureup, to be good enough,to not make Godunhappy,andto earn
Gods approval and affection. But of course,we cannever be good enough,
nevermeasureup, andsoit@ naturalto believethat Godisneverreallyhappy
with usand neverreallyhappyat all.
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In theory, of course,we know better. Wetend to haveahealthier concept of
Godtheoretically; but the heartisnot soeasyto bring onside.It&hardto feel
inside myselfthat Godis happy, happy with us, happywith me. It hastaken
me seventyyearsto realize,accept,take consolationin, and finally bathe in
the fact that Godis happy.an not surewhat pulled all the triggers insideme
that helped me makethat shift, but the fact that Godis happy comesto me
now whenever IGn praying whole-heartedly, nakedly,and sincerely.|t also
what comesto mewhen | look at the saintsin my life, those menandwomen
whom | most look up to in faith, who reflect the face of Godfor me. Theyde
happy, relaxed,and not perpetually frowning in displeasure.

THEHIDDENFACEOFEVIL
SEPTEMBERB, 2020

We tend to be naiveabout evil, at least asto what it looks like in everyday
life. Our picture of evil hasbeenfalselyshapedby imagestaken from mytho-
logy, religiouscults, and from books and moviesthat portray evil aspersoni-
fied in sinisterspiritual forces. Demonshaunt houses,appearat séancesare
summoned up by Ouija boards, contort bodies, and are exorcized by the
sprinkling of holy water. Whateverevil doesresideinsidethis concept of de-
monicforces (and you canbelievein them or not) isinfinitely eclipsedby the
ordinary face of evil which looks out at us from newscasts,is daily manifest
in ordinary life, and is manifesttoo in our own face on a givenday.

Mostly we are blind to the hidden evil that foments inside us, tears commu-
nities apart, and eats away at God and goodness.The Gospelscan help us
understandthis.

In the Gospelsthe evil one hastwo namesbecauseevil works in two ways.
Sometimesthe Gospelscall the evil force Ghe Devi and other times they
callit CBatard. What the difference?In the end they both refer to the same
force (or person)but the different namesrefer to the different waysinwhich
evil works. Devil,in Greek,meansto slanderand to tear things apart. Ironi-
cally, Satanmeansalmostthe exact opposite. It meansto unite things, but in
asickand malevolentway.
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Soevilworks in two ways:the devilish works by dividing usfrom eachother,
tearing usapart, and havingus habitually slandereachother sothat commu-
nity isforever beingtorn apart through jealousyandaccusation.Thesatanic,
on the other hand, doesthe opposite, with the sameresult. The satanicuni-
tesusin asickway, that is,through the grip of mob-hysteria,socialhype, self-
servingideologies,racism,sexism,envy, hatred and in a myriad of other ma-
levolent waysso asto draw usinto mob-hatred, gangrapes,lynchings,and
crucifixions. It was satanicforcesthat engineeredJesugcrucifixion.

When we look at our world today, from politics to social mediato what&
happeninginsidemanyof our religiouscircles,we would haveto be blind not
to seethe powers of the Gdevild and of Gsatand at work (however you per-
sonallydefine and picture these).

Where do we see the devilish at work? Basicallyeverywhere. Today, most
everywhere, you see persons sowing division, attributing false motives to
others, callingfor them to be distrusted and ostracized.Indeed,this isalmost
the dominant element we seein our politics and in our socialmedia. There-
sultisthe breakdown of community, the stalematein our politics, the break-
down of civility, the lossof trust in the meaningof truth, the smugbelief that
our own idiosyncraticnarrative functions astruth, andthe nearuniversalne-
glect of elementalcharity. Todaywe are withessinga dangerousbreakdown
of trust and civility, coupled with a massiveerosion of simple honesty. The
devil must be smiling.

Where do we seethe satanicat work? Everywhereaswell. More and more
we areretreating into tribes, gangs,with those others who think like usand
havethe sameselfinterests to protect. While this can be a good thing, it
not good when we unite in waysthat are rooted in self-servingideologies,
economic privilege, racism, sexism, false nationalism, envy, and hatred.
When this happens,our group ceasesbeing a community and becomesin-
steadamob, a sickone, which at the end of the day, whatever its particular
idiosyncratic slogan, ends up chanting, as did the crowds on Good Friday,
GCrucifyhim! Crucifyhim! It & significantthat in the Gospelsalmosteverytime
the word Gcrowd® is usedit® used pejoratively. Commentatorstell us that
almost without exception every time the word Gcrowdd appearsin the Go-
spelsit could be precededby the adjectiveOnindles. Crowdsare mindless:
worse still, they generallyhaveasickbent towards crucifixion. Therenowned
Czechnovelist Milan Kunderahighlights this when he shareshis strong fear
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of Ghe great marchd, the sick fever that so generallyinfects a crowd and,
soon enough, hasthem chanting CReleaseto us Barabbas!And asfor Jesus,
crucify him!6 Thisisthe face of satanin ordinary life, the actualface of evil.

We needto namethis today aswe seethe ever-intensifying and bitter pola-
rization inside our families, communities, neighborhoods, cities, and coun-
tries. Factionalism,anger, bitterness, distrust, accusation,and hatred are in-
tensifying most everywhere,eveninside our own familieswhere we are fin-
ding it harder and harderto sit down together, be civil with eachother, and
talk through our political, social, and moral differences. Sadly, even the
deadlypresenceof apandemicwhichthreatensall of ushasworked to divide
rather than unite us.

Evildoesnd ordinarily havethe face and feel of the devilin Rosemarg Baby
it hasthe face and feel of this evening® newscast.

SPIRITUALITANDTHESECONMALFOFLIFE
OCTOBER, 2020

Onesizedoesri fit everyone Thisisnd just true for clothing, it® alsotrue for
spirituality. Ourchallengesin life changeaswe age. Spirituality hasnd always
been fully sensitiveto this. True, wede alwayshad tailored instruction and
activitiesfor children,young people,andfor people who areraisingchildren,
carryingajob, and payingamortgage, but wede neverdevelopeda spiritua-
lity for what happenswhen those yearsare over.

Why is one needed?Jesusseeminglydidnd have one. He didnd have one set
of teachingsfor the young, another for those in mid-life, and still another for
the elderly. He just taught. The Sermonon the Mount, the parables,and his
invitation to take up his crossare intended in the sameway for everyone,
irrespectiveof age.But we hearthose teachingat very different timesin our
lives; and it& one thing to hear the Sermonthe Mount when youde seven
years old, another when youde twenty-seven, and quite another when
youde eighty-seven.Jesusteachingsdond change,but we do, andthey offer
very specificchallengesat different times of our lives.

Christianspirituality hasgenerallykept this in mind, with one exception. Ex-
cept for Jesusand an occasionalmystic, it hasfailed to develop an explicit
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spirituality for our later years,for how we are meantto be generativein our
senior yearsand how we are to die in a life-giving way. But there® a good
reasonfor this lacuna.Simplyput, it wasnd neededbecauseup until this last
century most people never lived into old age. For example,in Palestine,in
Jesusitime, the averagelife expectancywasthirty to thirty five years.A cen-
tury agoin the United States, it wasstill lessthan fifty years.Whenmost peo-
ple in the world died before they reachedthe age of fifty, there wasno real
needfor aspirituality of aging.

Thereis sucha spirituality insidethe Gospels.Eventhough he died at thirty -
three, Jesusleft us a paradigm of how to age and die. But that paradigm,
while healthily infusing and undergirding Christianspirituality in general,was
neverdevelopedmore specificallyinto aspirituality of aging (with the excep-
tion of someof the great Christianmystics).

After Jesus,the Desertfathers and mothers folded the question of how to

age and die into the overall framework of their spirituality. For them, spiri-
tuality was a quest to Gseethe face of Godd and that, as Jesusmakesclear,
requiresonething, purity of heart. Sofor them, no matter your age,the chal-
lenge wasthe same,trying to achievepurity of heart. Thenin the age of the

persecutionsand the early Christianmartyrs, the idea developed that the

ideal way to age and die was through martyrdom. Later, when Christians
were no longer physicallymartyred, the ideatook hold that you could take

on a voluntary type of martyrdom by living the evangelicalcounselsof po-
verty, chastity,and obedience.Theybelievedthat living these, like the quest
for purity of heart, taught you all you neededto know, no matter your age.
Eventuallythis wasexpandedto meanthat anyonewho faithfully responded
to the dutiesin hisor her life, irrespective of age,would learn everything ne-
cessaryto cometo sanctity through that fidelity. Asafamous aphorismput

it: Stayinsideyour cellandit will teachyou all youneedto know. Understood

properly, there® a spirituality of aging and dying inside these notions, but

until recently there waslittle needto draw that out more explicitly.

Happily, today the situation is changing and wede developing, more and
more, some explicit spiritualities of aging and dying. Perhapsthis reflects an
aging population, but there® now a burgeoning body of literature, both reli-
gious and secular,that® taking up the question of aging and dying. These
authors, too numerousto mention, include many namesalreadyfamiliar to
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us:HenriNouwen, RichardRohr, KathleenDowling Singh,DavidBrooks,Car-
dinal Bernardin,MichaelPaulGallagher JoanChittister, ParkerPalmer,Mari-
lyn ChandlerMcEntyre,PaulKalanithi, EricaJong, Kathie Roiphe,and Wilkie
and NoreeenAu,among others. Comingfrom avariety of perspectives,each
of these offer insightsinto what God and nature intend for usin our later
years.

In essence here@the issue:today, wede living longer and healthier late into
life. 1t common today to retire sometime in our early sixties after having
raisedour children, superannuatedfrom our jobs, and paid our mortgages.
Sowhat next, giventhat we probably havetwenty or thirty more yearsof
health andenergyleft? What are these yearsfor? What are we calledto now,
beyondloving our grandkids?Abrahamand Sarah,in their old age,were invi-
ted to set out for anew land and conceivea child long after this was biologi-
callyimpossiblefor them. Thatf our calltoo. What Osaad are we calledto
give birth to in our later years2Ve need guidance.

POPHE-RANCIBNEWENCYCLICAL
OCTOBER2,2020

On October 4, the feast of St. Francisof Assisi,PopeFrancisreleaseda new
encyclicalentitled, Fratelli Tutti z On Fraternity and SocialFriendship.lt can
appeararather depressingreadbecauseof its searingrealism,exceptit plays
the long gameof Christianhope.

Fratelli Tutti laysout reasonswhy there® so much injustice, inequality, and
community breakdown in our world and how in faith and love these might
be addressed.Theintent hereisnot to give asynopsisof the encyclical other
than to sayit® courageousand speakstruth to power. Ratherthe intent isto
highlight anumber of specialchallengeswithin the encyclical.

First,it challengesusto seethe poor andto seewhat our present political,
economic,and social systemsare doing to them. Looking at our world, the
encyclicalsubmitsthat in manywaysit is a broken world and it namessome
reasonsfor this: the globalization of self-interest, the globalization of super-
ficiality, and the abuseof socialmedia, among other things. Thishas made
for the survivalof the fittest. Andwhile the situation is broken for everyone,
the poor are ending up suffering the most. Therich are getting richer, the
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powerful are getting more powerful, and the poor are growing poorer and
losing what little power they had. There® an ever-increasinginequality of
wealth and power between the rich and the poor and our world is become
ever more callousedvis-a-vis the situation of the poor. Inequality is now ac-
cepted asnormal and as moral and indeed is often justified in the name of
Godand religion. The poor are becoming disposable:(8omeparts of our hu-
manfamily, it appears,canbe readilysacrificedfor the sakeof others. Wealth
hasincreasedbut together with inequality 6 In speakingof inequality, the en-
cyclicaltwice highlights that this inequality is true of women worldwide: It is
unacceptablehat somehavefewer rights by virtue of beingwomeno

Theencyclicalemploysthe parable of the Good Samaritanasits ground me-
taphor. It comparesus today, individually and collectively,to the priest and
the scribein that parablewho for religious,social,and political reasonswalk
pastthe one who is poor, beaten, bleeding and in need of help. Our indiffe-
rence and our religious failure, like that of the priest and the scribein the
parable,is rooted both in a personalmoral blindnessaswell asin the social
andreligiousethos of our societythat helpsspawnthat blindness.

Theencyclicalgoeson to warn that in the face of globalizationwe must resist
becoming nationalistic and tribal, taking care of our own and demonizing
whatd foreign. It goeson to saythat in atime of bitterness, hatred, and ani-
mosity, we must be tender and gracious,alwaysspeakingout of love andnot

out of hatred: CKindnesught to be cultivated:; it is no superficialbourgeois
virtue.o

Theencyclicalacknowledgeshow difficult and counter-cultural it istoday to
sacrificeour own agenda,comfort, and freedom for community, but invites
usto makethat sacrifice:Q would like especiallyo mentionsolidaritywhichis
amoralvirtue andsocialattitude born of personalconversiond

At one point, the encyclicalgivesavery explicit (and far-reaching)challenge.
It states unequivocally(with full ecclesialweight) that Christiansmust op-
poseand reject capital punishmentandtake a stand againstwar: CBaintJohn
Paulll stated clearlyandfirmly that the deathpenaltyisinadequatefrom amo-
ral standpointandno longernecessaryrom that of penaljustice. Therecanbe
no steppingbackfrom this position. Todaywe state clearlythat Ghe death pe-
nalty isinadmissibl@andthe Churchs firmly committed to callingfor its aboli-
tion worldwide.All Christiansand peopleof good will are today calledto work
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not only for the abolition of the death penalty,legalor illegal,in all its forms,
but alsoto work for the improvementof prisonconditionso

Asfor war: ONe canno longerthink of war asa solution, becauséits riskswill

probablyalwaysbe greaterthan its supposedenefits.Inview of this, it isvery
difficult nowadaygo invokethe rational criteria elaboratedin earliercenturies
to speakof the possibilityof a ust ward

The encyclicalhas drawn strong criticism from some women& groups who

label it Gsexist, though this criticism is basedalmost exclusivelyon the en-
cyclicafs title and on the fact that it never makesreferenceto any women
authors. There® somefairness,| submit, in the criticismregardingthe choice
of title. Thetitle, while beautiful in anold classicalanguage,isin the end ma-
sculine. That should be forgivable; except | lived long enough in Rome to

know that its frequent insensitivityto inclusivelanguageis not aninculpable
oversight. But the lapse here is a mosquito bite, a small thing, which

shouldnd detract from a big thing, namely,a very prophetic encyclicalwhich

hasjusticeandthe poor at its heart.

THEPRINCEOFLIES
OCTOBER9,2020

Looking at our world today, what frightens and unsettles me more than the
threat of the Covidvirus, more than the growing inequality between the rich
andthe poor, more than the dangersof climate change,and evenmore than
the bitter hatred that now separatesus from each other, is our loss of any
senseof truth, our facile denial of whatever truths we judge to be inconve-
nient, and our slogansof Gake newsd, Calternate factsd, and phantom con-
spiracies Socialmedia,for allthe good it hasbrought, hasalsocreatedaplat-
form for anyoneto make up his or her own truth and then work at eroding
the truths that bind ustogether andanchorour sanity.Wenow livein aworld
where two plustwo often no longer equalsfour. Thisplayson our very sanity
and hascreated ascertain socialinsanity. Thetruths which anchorour com-
mon life are becomingunmoored.
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Thisis evil, clearly,and Jesusalerts usto that by telling usthat Satanis pree-
minently the Princeof Lies Lyingisthe ultimate spiritual, moral, and psycho-
logical danger. It lies at the root of what Jesuscallsthe Qunforgivable sin
againstthe Holy Spiritd. What this sinand why is it unforgivable?

Here® the context within which Jesuswarns us about this sin: He had just

castout a demon. Thereligious leadersof the time believedasa dogmain

their faith that only someonewho camefrom Godcould castout a demon.

Jesushad just cast out a demon, but their hatred of him made this a very
inconvenienttruth for them to swallow. Sothey choseto deny what they

knew to be true, to deny reality. Theychoseto lie, affirming (even asthey

knew better) that Jesushaddoneit by the power of Beelzebub Initially Jesus
tried to point out the illogic of their position, but they persisted.It&then that

he issuedhis warning about the unforgivable sin againstthe Holy Spirit. At

that time he® not accusingthem of committing that sin, but he® warning

them that the path they are on, if not corrected, canleadto that sin. In es-
sence,he® sayingthis: if we tell alie long enough, eventuallywe will believe
it and this so warps our consciencethat we beginto seetruth asfalsehood
and falsehood as truth. The sin then becomesunforgivable becausewe no

longer want to be forgiven nor indeedwill acceptforgiveness.Godis willing

to forgive the sinbut we are unwilling to acceptforgivenessbecausewe see
sinasgood and goodnessassin. Why would we want forgiveness?

It& possibleto end up in this state, a state wherein we judge the gifts of the
Holy Spirit (charity, joy, peace, patience, goodness, endurance, fidelity,
mildness,and chastity) asfalse,asbeing againstlife, asamalevolentnaiveté.
And the first step in moving towards this condition is lying, refusing to ack-
nowledge the truth. The subsequentsteps also are lying, that is, the conti-
nued refusalto acceptthe truth sothat eventually we believe our own lies
and we seethem asthe truth andthe truth asalie. Bluntly put, that® what
constitutes hell.

Hellisnd a placewhere oneis sorrowful, repentant, and begging Godfor just
one more chanceto makethings right. Nor is hell ever a nasty surprisewai-
ting for an essentiallyhonest person. If there® anyonein hell, that personis
there in arrogance,pitying people in heaven,seeingheavenashell, darkness
aslight, falsehoodastruth, evilasgoodness hatred aslove, empathy aswea-
kness,arroganceasstrength, sanityasinsanity,and Godasthe devil.
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Oneof the central lessonsin the gospelsisthis: lying isdangerous,the most
dangerousof all sins.And this doesnd just play out in terms of our relation-
shipwith Godandthe Holy Spirit. Whenwe lie wede not only playingfast and
loose with God, wede also playing fast and loose with our own sanity. Our
sanityis contingent on what classicatheology terms the GDnenes® of God.
What this meansin lay terms is that Godis consistent. Thereare no contra-
dictions inside of Godand becauseof that, reality canalso be trusted to be
consistent. Our sanity dependson that trust. For instance,should we ever
arrive at a day where two plustwo no longer equalsfour, then the very un-
derpinningsof our sanity will be gone; wedl literally be unmoored. Our per-
sonal sanity and our socialsanity depend upon the truth, upon us acknow-
ledging the truth, upon ustelling the truth, and upon two plustwo forever
equalingfour.

Martin Luther once said:sinboldly! He meant a lot of things by that, but one
thing he certainly did meanisthat the ultimate spiritual and moral dangeris
to coverour weaknesseswith liesbecauseSatanisthe Princeof Lies!

WHATKINDOFHOUSECANYOUBUILDFORME?
OCTOBERS, 2020

What right and what® wrong?We fight alot over moral issues,often with

aself-assuredrighteousness And mostly we fall into that sameself—righteou-
snesswheneverwe argue about sin. What constitutes a sinand what makes
for a serioussin?Different Christiandenominationsand different schoolsof

thought within them lean on variouskinds of biblical and philosophicalrea-
soningin trying to sort this out, often bitterly disagreeingwith eachother

and provoking more angerthan consensus.

Partly that® to be expected since moral questions must take into account
the mystery of human freedom, the limitations inherent in human contin-
gency, and the bewildering number of existential situations that vary from
personto person. It& not easyin any given situation to tell what right and
what® wrong, and evenmore difficult to tell what® sinful and what& not.

Intending no offense to how our churchesand moral thinkers haveclassically
approachedmoral questions,| believethere® abetter wayto approachthem
that, more healthily, takesinto accounthumanfreedom, human limitations,
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and the singularexistential situation of every individual. The approachisnd
my own, but one voiced by the Prophet Isaiahwho offers us this question
from God: What kind of housecanyou build for me?(Isaiah66, 1) That que-
stion shouldundergird our overall discipleshipand all of our moral choices.

Whatkind of housecanyoubuild for me?Men andwomen of faith havegene-
rally taken this literally, and so from ancienttimesto this very day have built
magnificenttemples, shrines,churches,and cathedralsto show their faith in
God.That@ wonderful, but the invitation Isaiahvoicesis, first and foremost,
about the kind of house wede meant to build inside ourselves.How do we
enshrinethe image and likenessof Godinsideour body, our intellect, our af-
fectivity, our actions?What kind of Gchurchd or Grathedrald is our very per-
son?That®the deeperquestionin terms of moral living.

Beyondavery elementarylevel,our moral decisionrmaking shouldno longer
by guided by the question of right or wrong, is this sinful or not? Rather it
shouldbe guidedand motivated by a higherquestion: Whatkind of housecan
you build for me?At what level do | want live out my humanity and my disci-
pleship?Dol want to be more selfservingor more generousol want to be
petty or noble?Do | want to be self-pitying or big of heart?Do | want to live
out my commitments in afully honest fidelity or am | comfortable betraying
others and myselfin hiddenways?Do | want to be a saintor am | okay being
mediocre?

At amature level of discipleship(and humanmaturity) the questionisno lon-
ger, isthis right wrong? That® not love® question. Love® question is rather,
how canl go deeper?At what levelcanl live out love, truth, light, andfidelity
in my life?

Allow me asimple,earthy exampleto illustrate this. Considerthe issueof se-
xual chastity: is masturbation wrong and sinful?l once heard a moral profes-
sor take a perspectiveon this which reflects the challengeof Isaiah.Here,in
aparaphrase,is how he framed the issue:Q dond believeit& helpful to con-
textualize this question as did the classicalmoral theology texts, by saying
it® a grave disorder and seriouslysinful. Nor do | believethat it helpful to
saywhat our culture and much of contemporary psychologyis saying,that
it@® morally indifferent. | believethat a more helpful way to approachthis is
not to look at it through the prism of right or wrong, sinful or not. Rather,
askyourselfthis: at what level do | want to live?At what level do | want to
carry my chastity, my fidelity, and my honesty?At what point in my life do |
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want to accept carrying more of the tension that both my discipleshipand
my humanity ask of me?What kind of persondo | want to be?Do | want to
be someonewho is fully transparent or someonewho hashidden goods un-
der the counter?Do | want to live in full sobriety® What kind of Gempled do
I want to be?What kind of housecanl build for God?

This,| believe,is the idealway we should stand before the moral choicesin
our lives. Granted, this isnd a spirituality for persons whose moral deve-
lopment is so weak or impaired that they are struggling still with the more
fundamentaldemandsof the TenCommandments Suchpersonsneedreme-
dial andtherapeutic help, and that® a different (though needed)task.

And one further point, this moral choicecomesto us,asdo all the invitations
from God,asan invitation, not asa threat. It& through love and not threat
that Godinvites usinto life and discipleship,alwaysgently askingus: what
kind of housecanyou build for me?

STRUCTURRITUALANDHABITASANCHORINGOVE,
PRAYERANDSERVICE

NOVEMBER, 2020

In hisbook, TheSecondMountainDavidBrookssuggeststhat a keyto sustai-
ning fidelity in any vocation is to build a structure of behaviorfor those mo-
mentswhenlovefalters. HeG right.

Anybodywho hasmade a commitment to be faithful for the long haulinside
amarriage,afriendship,afaith community, or avocationto serveothers, will
need more than initial enthusiasm,barefooted sincerity, affective energy,
andgood resolutionsto sustainhimselfor herselfon that road. It& one thing
to have a honeymoon with someone, it® another to be in a marriage over
manyyears.It& one thing to be an enthusiasticneophyte on a spiritual jour-
ney, it® another thing to remain faithful inside that journey for seventy or
eighty years.Andit® one thing to go out for a seasonand servemealsto the
homeless,it® something elseto be Dorothy Day.

Sothe questionis: how do we sustainour initial enthusiasm sincerity, affec-
tive energy,and good resolutionsthrough the boredom, heartbreak, misun-
derstanding, tiredness, and temptations all of us will undergo in our lives,
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whether that be in our marriage,our vocation, our churchlife, our prayerlife,
or our serviceto others?

Thatquestionwas put to me recently, speakingto a group of young semina-
rians,| sharedthat | had just celebratedforty -eight yearsof ministry. These-
minarianspeppered me with questions: What the secret?How do you get

through the rough times?How do you sustaingood intention, good will, and

good energy year after year?How do you sustainyour prayer life over forty

or fifty years?

| answeredwith aninsight from Dietrich Bonhoeffer who, whenever he offi-
ciated at a wedding, would tell the couple: Todayyou are very muchin love
andthink your love will sustainyour marriage.It cand. But your marriagecan
sustainyourlove. | advisedthe seminariansin the sameway: dond trust your
present enthusiasmand good energy to sustain your priesthood; let your
priesthood sustainyour enthusiasmand energy. What® at stake here?

A genuine commitment in faith, love, or servicebecomesa ritual container,
an ark, like Noah, that existentially locks you in. And the fact that youde
locked in is exactly what makesthe commitment work. You enter naively,
believingthat your good feelingsand affective energieswill sustainyou. They
wond. Inevitably they will be worn down by time, familiarity, boredom, mi-
sunderstanding, tiredness, wound, and new obsessionsthat emotionally
tempt you elsewhere. So how can you sustain yourself in a commitment
through periodsof drynessDavidBrook® answerisagood one z by building
astructure of behaviorfor exactlythosemoments.

How do you do that? Throughroutine, ritual, and habit. Anchoryour person
and your commitment in ritual habits that steadyand hold you beyond your
feelings on any given day. Set rituals for yourself, certain ritual behaviors,
which you will do regularlyno matter how you feel.

For me, as a priest, some of these are pre-set. As a priest, you are to daily
pray the Office of the Churchasa prayer for the world, no matter how you
feel. Youare to celebrate the Eucharistfor others regularly, irrespective of
whether or not this is personallymeaningfulto youon anygivenday.Youare
to do some private prayer daily, particularly when you dond feel like it. The
list goeson. Theserituals give you structure and healthy routines, and they
are neededbecausein the priesthood asin every other vocation, there are
times of fervor when feelingsare enoughto sustainyou; however there are
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alsodeserttimes, bitter times, angrytimes, timeswhen love falters. It&then
that a structure of behaviorcansteadyand sustainyou.

Thesameholdstrue for marriage.Coupleshaveto build a structure of beha-
vior for those times when love falters. To name one suchritual: a wife and
husbandneedto have some ritual expressionof affection when they wish
eachother agood day asthey part eachmorning, no matter their emotions
andfeelingson agivenday.Thatritual isacontainer,anark, which locksthem
in and holds them together until a better seasonand better feelingsreturn.
Ritualcansustainlove when it falters.

In understandingthis, we need beware of Qlob& friendso, that is, beware of
the various books and gurus on spirituality, prayer, and marriage that give
youthe impressionthere® somethingwrong with youif your enthusiasmand
emotional affectivity are not the glue that daily sustainsyou in your commit-
ment. Simplyput, these are books written by spiritual novicesand marriage
manualswritten by someone confusing a honeymoon for a marriage. En-
thusiasm and good feelings are wonderful, but they cand sustain you
through amarathon. Foramarathonyou needto havelong-practicedstrate-
giesto carryyouthrough the long tiring milesin the middle and at the end.

THELAWOFGRAVITWND THEHOLYSPIRIT
NOVEMBER), 2020

Godis eroticallychargedandthe world is achinglyamorous,hencethey caress
eachother in mutual attraction andfiliation.

JewishphilosopherMartin Bubermadethat assertion,and while it seemsto
perfectly echothe opening line of St. Augustine® autobiography (Orouhave
madeusfor yourself,Lord,and our heartsare restlessuntil they restin you 6)
it hints at somethingmore. St. Augustinewastalking about aninsatiableache
insidethe human heart which keepsusrestlessand forever aware that eve-
rything we experienceis not enoughbecausethe finite unceasinglyachesfor
the infinite, andthe infinite unceasinglyluresthe finite. But St. Augustinewas
speakingof the human heart, about the restlessnessand pull towards God
thatGfelt there.
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Martin Buber is talking about that too, but he® also talking about a re-
stlessnessan incurable pull towards God, that& inside all of nature, inside
the universeitself. It isnd just people who are achingly amorous, it® the
whole world, all of nature, the universeitself.

What® being saidhere?In essence Buberis sayingthat what felt insidethe
human heart is also present inside every element within nature itself, in
atoms, molecules stones,plants, insects,andanimals There&the sameache
for Godinsideeverything that exists,from a dead planet, to ablackhole, to
aredwood tree, to our pet dogsand cats,to the heart of asaint. Andin that
there® no distinction between the spiritual and the physical. The one God
who made both is drawing them both in the sameway.

Pierre Teilhardde Chardin,who was both a scientist and a mystic, believed
this interplay between the energy flowing from an erotically charged God
andthat flowing backfrom anamorousworld, isthe energythat undergirds
the very structure of the universe,physicaland spiritual. For Teilhard,the law
of gravity, atomic activity, photosynthesis, ecosystems, electromagnetic
fields,animalinstinct, sexuality,humanfriendship, creativity, and altruism, all
draw on and manifest one and the sameenergy, an energy that is forever
drawing allthings towards eachother. If that istrue, andit is, then ultimately
the law of gravity and the Holy Spirit are part of one and the sameenergy,
one andthe samelaw, one and the sameinterplay of erosandresponse.

At first glanceit mayseemrather unorthodox theologicallyto put peopleand
physicalnature on the sameplane. Perhapstoo, it some might find it offen-
siveto speakof God as Cerotically chargedd. Solet me addressthose con-
cerns.

In terms of Godrelating to physicalnature, orthodox Christiantheology and
our scripturesaffirm that God® comingto usin Christin the incarnationis an
event not just for people, but also for physicalcreation itself. When Jesus
sayshe hascometo savethe world heis, in fact, talking about the world and
not just the people in the world. Physicalcreation, no lessthan humanity, is
God child and Godintends to redeemall of his children. Christiantheology
hasnevertaught that the world will be destroyed at the end of time, but ra-
ther (asSt.Paulsays)physicalcreation will be transformed and enter into the
gloriousliberty of the childrenof God.How will the physicalworld go to hea-
ven?We dond know; though we cand conceptualizehow we will go there
either. But we know this: the Christwho took on flesh in the incarnationis
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alsothe CosmicChrist,that is, the Christthrough whom all things were made
and who binds all creation together. Hencetheologians speakof CGileep in-
carnationo, namely, of the Christevent as going deeper than simply saving
human beings,assavingphysicalcreation itself.

| canappreciatetoo that there will be some dis-easein my speakingof God
as Cerotico, given that today we generallyidentify that word with sex. But
that & not the meaningof the word. Forthe Greekphilosophers,from whom
we took this word, eros was identified with love, and with love in all its
aspects.Erosdid meansexualattraction and emotional obsession but it also
meant friendship, playfulness,creativity, common sense,and altruism. Eros,
properly understood, includesall of those elements, so evenif we identify
eroswith sexuality,there still shouldbe no discomfort in applyingthis to God.
Wearemadein the imageandlikenessof God,andthus our sexualityreflects
something inside the nature of God. A God who is generative enough to
createbillions of galaxiesandis continually creating billions of people, clearly
is sexualandfertile in waysbeyond our conception. Moreover, the relentless
acheinsideof everyelement and personin the universefor unity with some-
thing beyond itself has one and the samething in mind, consummationin
love with Godwho isLove.

So,in reality, the law of gravity and the gifts of the Holy Spirit have one and
the sameaim.

CANTHEGROUNICCRYOUT?
NOVEMBERS6,2020

Doesthe earth feel pain?Canit groanandcry out to God?Canthe earth curse
usfor our crimes?

It would seemso, and not just becauseecologists,moralists,and Pope Fran-
cisare sayingso. Scriptureitself seemsto sayso.

Thereare somevery revealinglinesin the exchangebetween Cainand God,
after Cainhad murdered hisbrother Abel. Askedwhere hisbrother was, Cain
tells Godthat he doesnd know andthat he® not responsiblefor hisbrother.

But Godsaysto him: Yourbrother® blood criesout to me from the ground.
Now you are cursedfrom the ground which hasopenedits mouth to receive
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your brotherd blood from your hand. Whenyou will till the ground, it will no
longeryieldto youits strength.

Yourbrother® blood criesout to mefrom the ground8 andfrom now onthe
groundwill curseyoul!ls this a metaphor or aliteral truth? Is the ground we
walk on, till and plant seedsin, build highwaysand parkinglots over, and call
(Mother Earth, nothing other than simple dumb, lifeless, speechlessprute
matter which is totally immune to the suffering and pain that humansand
other sentient beingsfeel or indeedto the violencewe sometimesinflict on
it? Canthe earth cry out to Godin frustration and pain?Canit curseus?

A recent, wonderfully provocative book by Mark L. Wallaceentitled When
Godwasa Bird z Christianity,Animism,and the ReEnchantmentof the Word
would say,yes,the world canand doesfeel painandit canand doescurseus
for causingthat pain. For Wallace,what God saysto Cainabout the earth
crying out becauseit is soakedin murderousblood is more than ametaphor,
more than just a spiritual teaching. It also expressesan ontological truth in
that there is a real causallink between moral degeneration and ecological
degeneration.Wede not the only oneswho bearthe consequencef sin,so
too doesthe earth.

Here® how Wallaceputs it: Orheearth isnot dumb matter, aninanimate ob-
ject with no capacityof feeling and sentiment, but a spirited and vulnerable
living being who experiencesthe terrible and catastrophic loss of Abel®
death. Its heart is broken and its mouth agape,Earth Gwallowsd in the text &
startling imagery, mouthfuls of Abel® blood. 8 Bubbling up from the red
earth, Abel® criessignalnot only that Cainhad murderedhisbrother but that
he has done lasting, perhapsirreparable, violence to the earth aswell. 8
[Now] wounded and bloodied, Earth strikes back. Earth has its revenge.
Earthdoesnot passivelyacquiesceto Cairs attacks and stand by and watch
his gory rampage proceed with impunity. On the contrary, Earth retaliates
and (nflicts acursebon Cainby @ithholding its bounty&from this farmer-killer
who now must roam the land unprotected and without securityd Theearth
now refusesto giveits bounty to Cain.

What Wallaceaffirms here is predicated on two beliefs, both true. First, eve-
ryone and everything on this planet, sentient and non-sentient being alike,
are all part of one and the samesupremeliving organismwithin which every
part ultimately affects allthe other partsin arealway. Second wheneverwe
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treat the earth (or eachother) badly, the earth retaliates and withholds its
strength and bounty from us, not just metaphoricallybut in avery realway.

Perhapsno one puts this more poignantly than John Steinbeck did some
eighty yearsago in TheGrapef Wrath. Describinghow the soil which pro-
ducesour food is now worked over by massivesteel tractors and huge im-
personalmachinesthat, in effect, are the very antithesisof awoman or man
lovingly coaxinga gardeninto growth, he writes: Andwhenthat crop grew,
and was harvested,no manhad crumpleda hot clod in hisfingersandlet the
earth sift past hisfingertips. Noman had touchedthe seed,or lustedfor the
growth. And men ate when they had not raised,had no connectionwith the
bread. Theland bore underiron, and underiron graduallydied; for it wasnot
lovedor hated, it hadnot prayersor curses

When Jesussaysthat the measurewe measureout is the measurethat will
be measuredbackto us,he® not just speakingof a certain law of karmawi-
thin humanrelationshipswhere kindnesswill be met with kindness,genero-
sity with generosity, pettiness with pettiness, and violence with violence.
He® alsospeakingabout our relationshipto Mother Earth. Themore our hou-
ses,cars,and factories continue to breathe out carbon monoxide, the more
we will inhalecarbonmonoxide. Andthe more we continue to do violenceto
the earth andto eachother, the more the earth will withhold its bounty and
strength from us and we will feel the curseof Cainin violent storms, deadly
viruses,and cataclysmicupheavals.

ANINVITATIONTOMATURITY WEEPING

OVERIERUSALEM
NOVEMBER3,2020

Maturity has various levels. Basicmaturity is defined as having essentially
outgrown the instinctual selfishnesswith which we were born so that our

motivation and actions are now shapedby the needsof others and not just
by our own needs.That® the basicminimum, the low bar for maturity. After

that there aredegreesandlevels,contingent upon how muchour motivation

and actionsare altruistic rather than selfish.
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In the Gospels Jesusinvites usto ever deeper degreesof maturity, though
sometimeswe can missthe invitation becauseit presentsitself subtly and
not asexplicitly worded moral invitation. Onesuchsubtle, but very deep, in-
vitation to a higher degree of maturity is given in the incident where Jesus
weepsover Jerusalem What insidethis image?

Here®the imageandits setting. Jesushasjust beenrejected, both in hisper-
sonandin hismessageandhe seesclearlythe painthe peoplewill bring upon
themselvesby that rejection. What his reaction?Doeshe react in the way
most of uswould: Wellthe hellwith you!l hopeyou suffer the full consequen-
cesof your own stupidity! No. He weeps, like a loving parent dealing with a
wayward child; he wisheswith every fiber in his being that he could save
them from the consequenceof their own bad choices.Hefeelstheir wound
rather than gleefully contemplating their suffering.

There® a double challengehere. First,there® a personalone: are we gleeful
when people who reject our advicesuffer for their wrong-headednessor do
we weep inside us for the pain they have brought onto themselvesAVhen
we seethe consequencesn peopled livesof their own bad choices be it with
irresponsibility, with lazinesswith drugs, with sex,with abortion, with ideo-
logy, with anti-religiousattitudes, or with badwill, arewe gleefulwhenthose
choicesbeginto snakebite them (Well,yougot what youdeserved) or do we
weep for them, for their misfortune?

Admittedly, it& hard not be gleeful when someone who rejects what we
standfor isthen snakebitten by hisown stubborn choice.lt&the natural way
the heart works and soempathy candemanda very high degree of maturity.

Forexample,during this Covid19pandemic,medicalexperts (almostwithout

exception) havebeentelling usto wear masksto protect others and oursel-
ves. What® our spontaneousreaction when someone defies that warning,
thinks he is smarter than the doctors, doesnd wear a mask,and then con-
tracts the virus?Do we secretlybaskin the cathartic satisfactionthat he got

what he deservedor do we, metaphorically, Gveep over Jerusalend?

Beyondthe challengeto eachof usto move towards ahigherlevel of matu-
rity, this image also contains an important pastoral challenge for the
church.Howdo we, as a church, see a secularizedworld that hasrejected
many of our beliefs and values2Vhenwe seethe consequenceghe world is
paying for this are we gleeful or sympathetic?Dowe see the secularized
world with all the problemsit is bringing onto itself by its rejection of some
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Gospelvaluesasan adversary(someonefrom whom we needto protect our-
selves)or asour own suffering child?If youde a parent or grandparentwho®
suffering over awayward child or grandchildyou probably understandwhat
it meansto Qveep over Jerusalend.

Moreover the struggleto Gveep overd our secularizedwvorld (or overanyone
who rejects what we stand for) is compounded by yet another dynamic
which militates againstsympathy. There® a perverseemotional and psycho-
logical propensity inside us which works this way. Wheneverwe are hurting

badly we needto blame someone,needto be angry at someone,and need
to lash out at someone. And you know who we always pick for that? So-
meone we feel safe enough to hurt becausewe know that he or sheis ma-
ture enoughnot to hit back!

There® a lot of lashingout at the Churchtoday. Granted,there are a lot of

legitimate reasonsfor this. Giventhe church® shortcomings,part of that ho-
stility is justified; but some of that hostility often goes beyond whatG justi-
fied. Alongwith the legitimate angerthere® sometimesalot of free-floating,

gratuitous anger.What® our reaction to that unjustified angerand unfair ac-
cusation?Dowe reactin kind?Orouarewayout of linehere,gotake that anger
elsewhereOr, like Jesusweeping over Jerusalem,canwe meet unfair anger
and accusationwith tears of empathy and a prayerthat aworld that®& angry
with uswill be sparedthe pain of its own bad choices?

SorenKierkegaardfamouslywrote: Jesusvantsfollowers,not admirerd Wise
words. In Jesusreaction to his own rejection, his weeping over Jerusalem,
we seethe epitome of humanmaturity. Tothis we are called,personallyand
asan ecclesialcommunity. We also seethere that a big heart feels the pain
of others, evenof those others who reject you.

OURWOUNDSQURGIFTSANDOURPOWERIOHEAL
OTHERS

NOVEMBERO, 2020
Nearly fifty yearsago Henri Nouwen wrote a book entitled, The Wounded

Healer.lts reception establishedhis reputation as unique spiritual mentor
andhewent on to becomeone of the most influential spiritual writers of the
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pasthalf-century. What made hiswritings so powerful?Hisbrilliance Hisgift
for expression?He was gifted, yes, but so are many others. What set him
apartwasthat he wasadeeplywounded manandfrom that disquietedplace
inside him issuedforth words that were ahealingbalmto millions.

How does this work? How do our wounds help heal others?Theydona. It&
not our woundsthat help heal others. Ratherour wounds cancolor our gifts
andtalents in suchaway sothat they no longer educeresistanceand envyin
others but instead become what God meant them to be, gifts to grace
others.

Sadly the opposite isoften true. Our gifts andtalents often becomethe rea-
son wede dislikedand perhapseven hated. There® a curious dynamichere.
We dond automatically, nor easily,let the gifts of others grace us. More of-
ten, wede reluctant to admit their beauty and power and we resistand envy
those who possessthem and sometimes even hate them for their gifts.
That® one of the reasonswe find it hard to simplyadmire someone.

But this reluctancein us doesnd just say something about us. Often it says
somethingtoo about the personswho possesghose gifts. Talentisanambi-
guousthing, it canbe usedto assertourselves,to separateourselvesfrom

others, to stand out andto stand above,rather than asa gift to help others.

Our talents can be used simply to point to how bright, talented, good-oo-
king, and successfulwe are. Thenthey simply become a strength meant to

dwarf others and set ourselvesapart.

How canwe makeour talents a gift for others?How canwe be loved for our
talents rather than hated for them?Here® the difference: we will be loved
and admiredfor our gifts when our gifts are colored by our wounds so that
others do not seethem asathreat or as something that sets us apart but
rather assomethingthat gifts them in their own shortcomings.Whenshared
in a certain way, our gifts canbecomegifts for everyoneelse.

Here® how that algebraworks: Our gifts are given us not for ourselvesbut
for others. But, to be that, they needto be colored by compassionWecome
to compassionby letting our wounds befriend our gifts. Hereare two exam-
ples.

WhenPrincessDianadiedin 1997there was amassiveoutpouring of love for
her. Both by temperament and asa Catholicpriest, Idn normally not givento
grieving over celebrities, yet | felt a deep sorrow and love for this woman.
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Why?Becauseshe was beautiful and famous?Not that. Many women who
are beautiful andfamousandare hated for it. PrincessDianawasloved by so
manybecauseshewasawounded person,someonewhose wounds colored
her beauty and fame in away that inducedlove, not envy.

HenriNouwen, who popularizedthe phrase,Ghe wounded healerd shareda

similartrait. Hewasa brilliant man, the author of more than forty books,one

of the most popularreligiousspeakersof hisgeneration,tenured at both Har-
vard and Yale,a person with friends all over the world; but also a deeply
wounded man who, by his own repeated admission,suffered restlessness,
anxiety, jealousies and obsessionghat occasionalljandedhimin aclinic.As
well, by his own repeated admission,amidst this successand popularity, for

most of hisadult life he struggled to simplyacceptlove. Hiswounds forever

got in the way. And this, his wounded self, colors basicallyevery page of

every book he wrote. Hisbrilliance was forever colored by his wounds and

that® why it was never self-assertivebut alwayscompassionate No one en-
vied Nouwen brilliance;he wastoo wounded to be envied. Instead, his bril-

liancealwaystouched usin a healingway. Hewas a wounded healer.

Thosewords, wounded and healer, ordain each other. Ian convinced that
Godcallseachof usto avocation andto a specialwork here on earth more
on the basisof our wounds than on the basisof our gifts. Our gifts are real
and important; but they only grace others when they are shapedinto a spe-
cialkind of compassionby the uniquenessof our own wounds. Our unique,
specialwounds canhelp make eachof usaunique, specialhealer.

Ourworld isfull of brilliant, talented, highly-successfuland beautiful people.
Thosegifts arereal,comefrom God,andshouldneverbe denigratedin God®
name. However, our gifts don@ automatically help others; but they can if
they are colored by our wounds sothat they flow out ascompassionand not
aspride.
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FROMSAINTTARCISIUSOPEOPLBMAGAZINEOUR
EVOLUTIONN ADMIRATIONANDIMITATION

DECEMBER, 2020

When| was ayoung boy growing up in a Catholiccommunity, the catechesis
of the time tried to inspire the hearts of the young with stories of martyrs,

saints,and other people who lived out highidealsin terms of virtue andfaith.

| remember one story in particular that caught my imagination and inspired
me, the story of athird-century Christianmartyr, St. Tarcisius.

Aslegend (or truth) hasit, Tarcisiusvasatwelve-yearold acolyte during the

time of the early Christian persecutions. At that time, Christiansin Rome
were celebratingthe Eucharistin secretin the catacombs.After those secret
massessomeaone,adeaconor anacolyte,would carrythe Eucharisticspecies,
the BlessedSacrament,to the sickand to prisoners.One day, after one of

those secretmassesyoung Tarcisiusvascarryingthe BlessedSacramenton

route to a prison when he was accostedby a mob. Herefusedto hand over
the BlessedSacrament,protected it with his own body, and was beaten to

death asaresult.

Asatwelve-yearold boy that story enflamedmyromanticimagination.lwan-
ted to havethat kind of high idealin my life. In my young imagination, Tarci-
siuswasthe ultimate hero whom | wanted to be like.

Wedve come along way from there, both in our culture andin our churches.
Wede no longer moved romantically much by either the saintsof old or the
saintsof today. Yes,we still make an official place for them in our churches
andin our highestideals,but now wede moved romantically much more by
the livesof the rich, the famous,the beautiful, the pop stars,the professional
athletes, the physicallygifted, andthe intellectually gifted. It&they who now
enflame our imaginations,draw our admiration,andwho we most like to imi-
tate.

In the early nineteenth century, Alban Butler, an Englishconvert, collected
stories of the livesof the saintsand eventually set them together in twelve-
volume set, famouslyknow asButler Livesof the Saints Fornearlytwo hun-
dred years,thesebooksinspiredChristiansyoungandold. No longer. Today,
Butler® Livesof the Saintshaseffectively beenreplacedby Peoplemagazine,
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Sportslllustrated, RollingStone, Timemagazing and the multiple other ma-
gazineswhich chroniclethe lives of the rich and famous and stare out at us
from everynewsstandand grocery-store checkout line.

In effect, we havemoved: fromSt. Tarcisiugo JustinBieber;from Thereseof
Lisieuxto TaylorSwift; from ThomasAquinasto TomBrady;from St. Monica
to Meryl Streep;from St. Augustineto Mark Zuckerberg;from Julianof Nor-
wich to Marianne Williamson;and from the first African Americansaint, St.
Martin de Porres,to LeBronJames It&these people who are now enflaming
our romantic imaginationand inviting our imitation.

Dond get me wrong, it® not that these people are bad or that there® any-
thing wrong with admiringthem. Indeed,we owe them someadmiration be-
causeall beauty and talent take their origin in Godwho is the author of all
good things. From a saint@® virtue, to a movie star® physicalbeauty, to an
athlete® grace, there® only one author at the origin of all that grace, God.
ThomasAquinas once rightly pointed out that to withhold a compliment
from someonewho deservest isasinbecausewe arewithholding food from
someonewho needsit to live on. Beauty,talent, and graceneedto be reco-
gnized and acknowledged. Admiration is not the issue.The issuerather is
that while we needto admire and acknowledgethe gifts of the talented and
the beautiful, these are not alwaysthe lives we should be imitating, unless
they alsoradiate virtue and saintliness.We shouldnd too easilyidentify hu-
mangracewith moral virtue. But that®& a problem.

Aswell, one of the weaknessesn our churchestoday is that while we have
vastly upgraded and refined our intellectual imagination and now have bet-
ter andhealthiertheologicalandbiblicalstudies,we struggleto touch hearts.
We struggle to get people to fall in love with their faith and especiallywith
their church.We struggle to enflame their romantic imaginationaswe once
did by invoking the livesof the saints.

Where might we go with all of this?Canwe find againsaintsto enflame our
ideals?Canthe fine work done today by Robert Ellsbergon hagiography(on
the lives of the saints and other moral giants who have passedbefore us)
becomethe new Butler® Livesof the SaintCansecularbiographiesof some
moral giants in our own age draw our imitation? Is there a St. Tarcisiusout
there who caninspirethe young?
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Today, more than ever, we need inspiring stories about women and men,
young and old, who havelived out heroic virtue. Without suchidealsto emu-
late, we too quicklyidentify moral virtue with humangraceand deprive our-
selvesof higher spiritual ideals.

THEILLUSIONOFINVULNERABILITY
DECEMBER4,2020

Whatever doesri kill you makesyou stronger. That® a pious axiom that
doesnd alwayshold up. Sometimesthe bad time comesand we dond learn
anything. Hopefully this present bad time, Covid19,will teach us something
and makeus stronger. My hope isthat Covid19will teach us something that
previous generations didnd need to be taught but already knew through
their lived experience;namely, that wede not invulnerable, that we arend
exempt from the threat of sicknessdebilitation, and death. In short, all that
our contemporary world can offer usin terms of technology, medicine, nu-
trition, andinsuranceof everykind, doesnd exempt usfrom fragility and vul-
nerability. Covid19hastaught us that. Justlike everyoneelsewho hasever
walkedthis earth, wede vulnerable.

IGn old enoughto haveknown a previousgenerationwhen most people lived
with alot of fear, not all of it healthy, but all of it real. Life wasfragile. Giving
birth to a child could meanyour death. A flu or virus could kill you and you
hadlittle defenseagainstit. Youcould die young from heart disease cancer,
diabetes,bad sanitation, and dozensof other things. And nature itself could
pose a threat. Storms, hurricanes, tornadoes, drought, pestilence, lighte-
ning, these were all to be feared becausewe were mostly helplessagainst
them. Peoplelived with a sensethat life and health were fragile, not to be
taken for granted.

But then along camevaccinations,penicillin, better hospitals,better medici-
nes,safer childbirth, better nutrition, better housing,better sanitation, bet-
ter roads, better cars,and better insuranceagainsteverything from loss of
work, to drought, to storms,to pestilence,to disastersof anykind. Andalong
with that camean ever-increasingsensethat wede safe, protected, secure,
different than previousgenerations,ableto take careof ourselves,no longer
asvulnerableaswere the generationsbefore us.
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