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for

MedardBuvala,O.F.M.,

in his fiftieth yearof priesthood,
whoswimstn thesun

Preface

L ike“swimming in the hearto( thesun"1—that'show
ThomasMerlon describedhisexperienceof praying
theLord'sPrayer.And that phraseprovidesa perfect

imagefor thespirituality1havedescribedin this book
Thisspirituality hasemergedfrom my reflectionsupon

thatancientprayerof Christians,theLords Prayer As such,
it givesattentionto threeelementsnot alwaysintegratedin

contemporaryapproachesto spirituality: theimportanceof
practicalexperience,psychologyand thewisdomof the
worlds religions,especiallyChristianity.It alsounderscores
what I believeto be thefive most importantcomponentsof
personalspirituality:one’simageof God,thepresent
momentastheplaceof encounterw ith God.community;
personalcommitmentto God’sdreamof peace,loveand
justice;and thepracticalimportanceof asceticism.The
major influencesupon the book'scontentsareFrancisof
Assisi andThomasMerton.

Francisof Assisi hasbeencalled“everybody’sfavorite
saint,"andhisstatuecontinuesto befoundin birdbathsand
rock gardenseverywhere.But beyondthe popularimageof
thesaintstandsfleshandblood,consumedwith lovefor God
andchargedwith Divine grace.This intriguing little

1 ThomasMerton.TheSignof kmas(New York Harcourt.BraceandCompany
I95J). p N8



thirteenth-centuryItalian felt compelledto live thegospelas
literally ashecould.By thetime hediedat ageforty-four, he

carriedin his flesh thecrucifiedwoundsof theoneheloved
sodearly.No wonderSaintBonaventurecalledhim ‘another
Christ.”

Francis’slife still challengesusto renouncethe
superficialandsuperfluousin our lives, to identify more

deeplywith thepoorandpowerlessof society,andto havea

profound,reverentrespectfor all creation.Franciscan

spirituality is timelessand,asyou will discoverin these
pages,applicableto peopleof all walksof life.

A portrait of ThomasMerton hasbeenhangingin my
bedroomeversince1 first readhisautobiography.TheSeven
StoreyMountain,in January1980.On onelevel our livesas
religiouscrisscrossed:Mertonoriginally appliedto the
Franciscans,wasacceptedandthenaskedto withdraw^his
applicationjust beforeenteringnovitiate.I appliedto the
Trappists,wasacceptedandthenwithdrewmy application
threemonthsbefore1 wasto appearat the monasterygate.
But on a deeperlevel,Merton’slife, sograciouslyand
honestlysharedwith thereadersof hisautobiographyand
subsequentjournals,hasbecomea vehiclefor self-discovery
for somanycontemporaryreaders—includingme.This
twentieth-centurymonk had theknackfor writing from a
deepinterior placewherethelivesof manypeopleof
different times,religionsandinterestsconverge.Thomas
Merton,like Francisof Assisi,isoneof thegreatarticulators
of perennialspiritualwisdom.

1often turn to thesetwo greatspiritual mastersto
illustrateaspectsof thespirituality1 proposein this book. I
could haveturnedtoothersand.in fact,in a few places1 do.
But my familiarity with FrancisandMerton,aswell asthe
greattrust I havein themto point theway to God,made
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themtheobviouscandidatesfor examplesandclarifications.
In additionto Francisof AssisiandThomasMerton,you

will meetotherwonderfulpeoplein thesepages.Thenames,

locationsanddetailsof their storieshavebeenchangedout
of respectfor their privacy—with oneexception:Father
MedardBuvala.O.F.M.This friar, whom1 wasprivilegedto
live with for threeyearsandwhomyou will meetin Chapter
Five,humblyconsentedto havingall thefactsabouthimself
revealed.I haveneverin all my life knowna freer,kinder,
moregraciousmanof God thanMed.

Much of this book’smaterialhasalreadybeenshared
with thousandsof peoplein theparishmissionsand
workshopson thespirituallife which1 havegivenacrossthe
country.I could neverhaveimaginedmyself writing this
bookwithout theirsupportandencouragement.Thanksalso
to:

—my family, fnendsandthefriars,especiallyDaniel
Reed.O.F.M.whoencouragedmewith theoft-repeated
question."How’s thebookcomingalong?"

—KennethM. Voiles, a buddingMertonscholar,who
offeredhelpful commentsandsuggestionson theoriginal
draft.

—RaymondRickets.O.F.M..who waskind enoughto

dropeverythingto helprendermy complexgobbledygook
into English.

—RobertE. Daggy.directorof theThomasMerton
StudiesCenterandaffectionatelynicknamed"Pontifex
Maximusof ThingsMertonian,"andAnne McCormick,

contactpersonfor theMerton LegacyTrust,who helped
guideme throughthemazeof gettingpermissionsto quote

from thewritingsandlecturesof ThomasMerton—KarenHurley,theeditorof thisbook,whohastherare

ability to changea preacher’swordsinto a readersdelight

•3«



—my sister,Bridget Haase,O.S.U.,whooffered
meticuloussuggestionsfor thebook'simprovementand,

moreimportantly,whoselife inspiredtheinsightsof
ChapterSeven.

Thisbookis intendedto bea popular“handbook"to the
spiritual life. It is meantto be readcoverto cover,thenlater
reflecteduponchapterby chapter.To facilitatethe
reflectionsandbringeachchapterhometo one’spersonal
experience,1 haveincludedquestionsfor reflectionat the
endof eachchapter.My hopeis that this book will give the
readera glimpseinto theunconditionalloveof Godwhich is

thatsun in which we really andtruly swim.

Albert Haase.O.F.M

Taishan,Taipei,TaiwanR.O.C.

October4, 1992
Feastof SaintFrancisof Assisi
Forty-fourthanniversaryof thepublication
of ThomasMerton’sTheSevenStoreyMountain
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CHAPTER ONE

Abba! Father!

Wewill neverfathomthemysteryof this unique

realization.We do not know exactlywhenit

happenedtoJesus.As a child? In adolescence?
As a youngadult?But somewherealongtheline,an insight
beganto blossom:Thebestway to speakaboutthe intimate
love andunconditionalacceptanceheexperiencedfrom
Yahwehwasto draw upon thefamiliar languageof hisown
family life. He calledYahwehby thesamenamehecalled
Joseph,“Abba! Father!"

“Abba" is aJewishchild'snamefor his father,like
“Daddy" or “Pops."It comesoutof adeepawarenessof one’s
dependenceandneedandis spokenout of love. It is alsoan
adult'snamefor anelderly personwho is owedreverence
andrespect.In bothcases,thenamesuggestsimmediacy,
familiarity, mutual loveandself-sacrifice.Unfortunatelyour
Englishtranslation“Father” stumblesin carryingtheweight
of theoriginal “Abba "2

Scripturescholarstell usthatJesuswasnot thefirst to

associateAbbawith God.An earlierliterary tradition
describestheactionof God “like thatof a father."But the
HebrewScripturesalwaysusedtheindirect languageasif to

2 1 haw tried to be sensitive in these pages to the violence o( sexist language I

do not. of course, have the freedom to change Merton s sexist language. And
my predilection for usingjesus' endearing name for God. "Abba." sometimes

comers me into using the masculine pronoun for God
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suggesta promiseto befulfilled someday.No onebefore

Jesushadpresumedto takethatwoodensimile and
transformit into a directaddressof endearinglove.Such
religioususageof thedirectaddresswasunknowmand

probablyoffensiveto piousJews.
By callingGod “Abba," Jesuswastakinga giantstep.One

mightevencall it a risk.Jesusdaredto trusthisown personal
experienceof God:a profoundexperienceof Divine loveand
undividedDivine attention!Like a new parent
contemplatinga first-born.Yahweh’sgazewasrivetedupon

Jesusand,Jesusinsisted,uponeachoneof us.That
experienceof God—andJesus'trust in it—would
subsequentlyshapehisentirelife

Jesus’childlike, self-assuredintimacy with Yahweh
confrontedandchallengedthespirituality of peoplelike the
scribesandPharisees,sometimesburdenedwith external
obedienceto theLaw.Jesusturnedthespirituallife inside
out.Theinterior qualityof theheartsupersededfattedcalves
andburntofferings.Immanenceovershadowed
transcendence.

ForJesus,Abba’s loving concernandpersonal
investmentin eachhumanheartbecametheprimaryfocus
for understandinghumanbehavior:“We love because(God]
first loved us" (1John4:19).

AsJesusgrewin ageandw isdom,hecenteredmoreand
moreupon this personalexperienceof theDivine. Indeed,
theloving presenceof GodasAbba becamethecentral
relationshipwhich motivatedJesusandcatapultedhim into
a preachingcareer.During his preachingministry he
continuallywithdrew to solitaryplacesto confirm the
authenticityof this new’ revelationof God.

With a presumptionthatscandalizedmanypiousJews,
Jesusinvited hisdisciplesto join him in thisshockingly

intimaterelationshipwith theTranscendentOne.When
theyaskedhim for a way to pray,Jesustaughthis followers
thehallowedprayerthatChristiansto thisday refertoasthe
“Our Father"

Jesusfreely sharedwith society'soutcaststhelove and
forgivenessof hisAbba.Later,with fearandtremblingin the
Gardenof Gethsemaneandon thecross,Jesusmusthave
agonizedoverw hetheror not hehaddeceivedhimself in
trustingin this intimateexperienceof YahwehasAbba In
theend,however,he trustedagain.SurelyAbba would not
toleratetheannihilationof a lovedone.

Our Imageof God

Our imageof God is oneof themost,if not the most,

importantaspectsof thespiritual life. OurGod-imageshapes
andcolorseverythingaboutour personalspirituality: from
why we pray to how we understandsufferingandevil in the
world.

Healthy’imagesof Godleadto sanctity.Unhealthy
imagesof Godelicit unhealthybehavior.Indeed,a particular
imageof God canbe thevery reasonsomeoneleapsto
holinessor walksat a meresnail’spacein thespiritual life
Onedefinition of holinessis “self-sacrificingopennessto the
Divine reality."To becomeholy, then,our imageof God
mustbeableto draw’out ourdeepestgoodnessand helpus
transcendtheboundariesof our egowith its selfish
concerns.Whatkind of God-imagecando that?

Scripturesaysthat “the fearof theLord is thebeginning
of knowledge"(Proverbs1:7).Unfortunately,manypeople
understandthat in a literal w’ay. Theyareafraidof God.And

their fear is a direct resultof their God-image.Many people

think of God astheangrylawgiver holdinga loadedgun to
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their heads;asthestern,aloof teacherwaiting to raptheir

knuckleswith a ruler,asthe picayunecashierwhodemands

paymentto thelast red penny;asthe nit-pickingstate

trooperticketingeachandeveryviolation of thespeedlimn.

Many peoplewould publicly denysuchimagesof God

Theyaretoochildish,too unsophisticated.But the imageof

asternandvengefulGod is aliveandwell. You often meet it

in thescrupulouspersonwho feelsthe needto go to

confessiontwicea week"so 1 won't burn in hell " Thestern

imageis found in theconsciencethat whispersto thehuman
heart.“1 had theaccidentbecauseGod is punishingmefor
my sins’ ThevengefulGod is proclaimedby thepersonin

thepulpit whosaysthat AIDS is Godspunishmentuponthe
gaycommunity.Occasionally,suchimagesarehandeddown
by someparentsto their children

Basil Hume,the RomanCatholiccardinalof England,
oncetold thisstoryabouttheGod-imageoffered to him in
his childhood His motherwantedto teachhim self¬
discipline.Soshecalled him into thekitchenandsaid."Son.
1 havejust finished bakingsomedeliciouscookies,and I ve
put themin thiscookie jar. Im goingto leavethiscookiejar

right hereon thetable.But don'tyou daresneakin hereand
eatanyof them Remember:God is watchingyou!”

ForyearsyoungBasil Humelived m fear of the
ever-watchful"God of thecookiejar " Thenoneday,long
afterhe hadbecomea monk andwasordaineda priest,it

suddenlyhit him like a ton of bricks: If he hadsneakedinto
that kitchenand put his handinto thatcookiejar and
secretlyeatenoneof thosecookies,God would havesaid
this: "Basil, they’resogood!Haveanotherone!”

CardinalHume'sstoryemphasizesa basicfact of the
spiritual life sometimesinadvertentlyoverlookedwhenwe
talk aboutGod Godis vitally interestedandinvestedin each
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oneof us So muchso.Jesussays,that Abba hascounted
eachindividual hairon our headswith eagle-eyedprecision
(seeMatthew 10:50).Hesayshis Abba will respondw ith
"good things” to thosewhoask(seeMatthew7:7-11). The
depthof thiscaringinterestandconcernfor uscanonly be
describedin the languageof thedeepesthumanexperience:
"|God|first loved us” (I John4:19) Basil Humes"God of
thechocolatechipcookie’comesclosertoJesus'Abba than
thecold, frightening"policemanof thecookie jar” someof
us imagineGod to be

TheUnconditionalLove of God

TheGospelstell usthat at his baptism.Jesushada
profoundexperienceof Abbas investmentin his life, of
unconditionallove and beingthebeloved:"You aremy Son.
theBeloved;with you I am well pleased"(Mark 1 11).

We too. by baptismalincorporationinto thelife and
deathof Christ,sharein Jesus'gracedrelationshipto Abba
We arecalledandchosenas“the beloved."whosharein the
sameunconditionallove thatJesusexperiencedat his
baptism Divine adoptionmakeseachof usa “child of God
havingthe freedomto addressGodas"Abba. I ather"
(Romans8:15).

“But I m a sinner!1 dont deserveGod'slove! And how
dareI call Goda namelike Daddy?" Manyof ussay it in our

ow n way.And it might betrue But we havealreadycaptured
Abbasattention We areindeedloved unconditionallyas
Abba’s beloved

Thatis probablythehardestfact toabsorbin thespiritual
hie. The unconditionallove of Abba is somind-boggling,in
fact, that somepeopletry to rationalizeawaythe
“unconditional"part.TheysaythatGod lovesthem aslong
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as" theyaregood.They believethat Divine love is

conditionalandthat they haveto live up to certain

requirementsin orderto beconfidentof it "God cannotlove

mebecauseI strugglewith sexualsin,"or "I'll haveto change

my waysbeforeGod couldevertakea seriousinterestin

me."or “How canGod possiblylovesomeonelike me who
hasn'tbeento churchin years?"

Writing of thegift of God'sunconditionallove.Thomas
Mertonstates:

Oneof thekeysto real religiousexperienceis theshattering
realizationthat no matterhow hatefulweareto ourselves,

wearenot hateful to God... We needto seegoodin
ourselvesin orderto loveourselvesHedoesnot.He lovesus
not becausewe aregood,but becauseHe is.1

Thelove of God is not somegenerousreturnfor ouracts

of piety andchanty.Nor is it paymentfor servicesrendered
Rather.God’s love is theconstitutivereality of human
experienceMerton writes:

For it is God’slove that warmsmein thesunandGod’slove
thatsendsthecold rain It is Godslove that feedsme in the
breadI eatandGod that feedsmealsoby hungerandfasting
It is the loveof God thatsendsthewinter dayswhen I am
coldandsick,andthehot summerwhen1 laborandmy
clothesarefull of sweat but it is God Who breatheson me
with light windsoff theriver andin thebreezesout of the
wood4

Unlike our fragile humanlove, thelove of God is not
fickle andconditional,baseduponexpectationsandhidden
agendas.It is literally like theair we breathe.Il is insideof us
asweexist in it. It is like theraysof thesunwhich shine

ThomasMerton The S«u Man (New York Farrar, Straus M Giroux. 1961).

4 P 96
ThomasMerlon, New Seedsof Contemplaium (New York New Directions
1961).p 16
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uponusevenon therainiestof daysandwhosereflectionoff
themoonguidesusin thedarkof night We cannotearnit

We cannotlive without it Existenceis theabundanceof
Divine love.AsSaint Paulwroteso passionatelyin his Letter
to the Romans

I amconvincedthat neitherdeath,nor life, norangels,nor
rulers,nor thingspresent,nor thingsto come,nor powers,
nor height,nordepth,noranythingelsein all creation,will
beableto separateusfrom the loveof Godin ChristJesus
our Lord (Romans8 38 39)

We.like Jesus,arefirst and foremostthebeloved That
awarenessshouldtransformus.like Jesus,into lovers.

Experiencesof Incarnation

Christmasis thefeastof an insatiableDivine love for
humanity,of a captivated,fixated Lover wantingto be
present,wantingto touchandsharethe very experiencesof
thebeloved,wantingto becomewhat is loved From the
Franciscanperspective.Christmasis not thebeginningof
rightingwrongsor cancelingdebts.It is theculminationof a
lovestorywhich beganwith thedawnof creation.

When twenty-seven-year-oldJosephfirst soughtmeout

for counseling,hewasverydepressedHe wasrunningafter
everycheapthrill hecould think of: alcohol,gambling,sex
anddrugs He wantedto easethepainof hisownself-hatred
We met only twice. He nevershowedupfor his third
appointment

Then,a yearlater.1 happenedto meetJosephin a

shoppingmall in Joliet.Illinois 1 wassurprised1heJoseph
1 hadworriedaboutandsooften prayedfor seemedno

longerto exist Herewasa newJosephconfident,at peace
with himself andwith a wonderfulsparklein hiseyes And
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i hemorewe talked,themoremycuriositygot thebestof me.

“Joseph,what’s happenedto you?You seemdifferent. I

really wantedto say“changed.’’
Hecoaxedme with a bagof popcornto sit downon a

benchin front of theentranceto Sears.And with the
reverenceof a newly ordainedpriest proclaimingthe

Scriptures,Josephbegantelling meaboutMaryJo.
“I guessshejust took a shineto meat first. It really

wasn’t mutual.And it certainlywasn'tlove at first sight But
we talkedon the phone,did somedatingand,somewhere
alongthe line, sheblurtedout,‘1 think I m in love with you.
Joseph."’

“To be honest.Father,that’swhen I first really noticed
Mary Jo And a funny thingstartedhappeningaftershesaid
that. It waslike a heavyweight wassuddenlytakenoff my
shoulders,like someonefreedmefrom prison 1 slopped
fighting againstlife andcameout of my depression.Her love
notonly challengedme to acceptmyself but,asa resultof it,

1graduallybecamethepersonthat1 guessI’m meantto be. I
went for professionalcounselingand thatopenedup the
wholenewworld of feelingsandemotionsfor me.And you
know.Father,thenext thing I knew,I wasin love!"

A few minuteslaterwith tearsin hiseyes.Josephaddeda
profoundstatementwhich initially passedme by “When I
now think aboutthat first time Mary Jo told mesheloved
me,1cant helpbut think thatshewaslookingat mewith the
eyesof God!"

Jesusdoesnot havethecorneron themarketof
enfleshingDivine love. The Incarnationdid not simply
happenonceandfor all, two thousandyearsago Rather.
Jesusrevealsthedynamicthat is continuallygoingon in this
life: Abba’sunconditionallove is constantlytakingon flesh
andblood.

Josephsexperienceof Mary Jos love,anyone's
experienceof humanlove, is not somehow like’ the
experienceof Godslove. It is theloveof God.thoughalways
incompleteandat limesbrokenor evendistorted As Menon
oncesaid,“If you love anotherperson,nsGod'slove being
realized.Oneand thesamelove is reachingyour friend
throughyou.andyou throughyour friend.’5 Whenevera
personsaysto me,"I loveyou,' that personiscontemplating
mewith theeyesof God.Yes.Godsolovestheworld that the
savingWord still becomesflesh (see1John3:16).

The Motherhoodof God

In theBookof Genesiswe read. Godcreatedhumankind
in his image,in the imageof God hecreatedthem,maleand
femalehecreatedthem" (Genesis1:27).We twentieth¬
centuryChristianshavefashionedour imageof God with
suchstrongmasculinecharacteristicsthat we tendto forget
thefemininity of God—thedimensionof theDivine
presencethat nurturesus.comfortsusandholdsusin her
lap After all. accordingto Genesis,theDivine imageis male
andfemale.

In spiteof the patriarchalsocietyin which Jesuswas
reared.Jesushadanappreciationfor thefemininedimension
of the Divine. Hecomparedtheforgivenessof God to a
womanwho woke up lateat night andswepther housein

searchof her lost coin (Luke 15:8-10).Speakingof Divine

providence,JesussaidGod feedsthebirdsand helpsthe
wildflowers to grow (Matthew6:26,28-30).two traditional
tasksof womenin Jewish.GreekandRomansociety.He

5 David Steindl RaM, Man o( Prayer.’ in fhomui Merlcm/Motik. A Monastic
Tribute.ed Brother Patrick Hart (New York Sherd and Ward Inc . 197-1)

p 88
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comparedGod’sreignover usto theyeastkneadedinto

doughby women(Matthew13:33).

Jesus’useof feminineimagestodescribethemotherhood
of Godcould havebeeninspiredby theprophetIsaiah
IsaiahhadcomparedGod’srelationshipwith usto thatof a

mother'srelationshipwith thechild of herwomb(49:15).

IsaiahalsostaledthatGodcomfortsusasa mothercomforts
herson(66:13).

Like Isaiah—andJesus—manyChristianshave
continuedto usefeminineimageryto speakof God In the
secondcenturyClementof AlexandriadescribedGodasa
mother In thefourteenthcenturythe EnglishmysticJulian
of Norwich wroteat lengthaboutGodsmaternalloveand
fertile creativity ThomasMertonalsocelebratesthe
femininity of God in hermerciful tendernessandlove in his
poem,“Hagia Sophia”:

All the perfectionsof createdthingsarealsoin God.and
thereforeHe is at onceFatherandMother.As FatherHe
standsin solitarymight surroundedby darknessAs Mother
His shiningis diffused,embracingall His creatureswith
merciful tendernessandlight The Diffuse Shiningof God is
HagiaSophia Wecall her his -glory." In Sophiahis poweris
experiencedonly asmercyandaslove.6

PopeJohnPaul1 in hisAngelusaddressof September10,
1978.said,"God is our Father.Evenmore,God isour
Mother."

Only an imageof Godwhich includesboth masculine
andfemininecharacteristicscanapproximatetheGod to
whomJesusprayed TheAbba of Jesusis strongandlender,

loving andcompassionate,indulgentandprotective—the
bestof thefeminineand the bestof themasculine.Abba is

Thomas Merton, in The Colleited Poems of Thomas Merton (New York New
Directions. 1977). p. J67

Basil Hume'sGodof thechocolatechipcookie,not the
policeofficer watchingover thecookiejar Abba is theGod
who incarnatesunconditionallove m humanflesh

As longaswe havean imageof God thatonly instills fear
or shame,we havenot cometo know theAbba of Jesus.The
mostwe cangivesomeonewe fear is our respect.But that is
a far cry from thewholeheartedandspontaneousopeningup
to theDivine presencethatequateswith trueholiness

A New Understandingo( Prayer

WhentheHebrewScripturesspeakof "fear of the l ord."
it refersto anawarenessof God’s loving presencein our
lives—it hasnothingto dowith thenegative,vengeful
God-imagethat1 spokeof earlier.It is the realizationthat
God is closerto usthanwe eversuspectedor imagined To
borrow from anotherreligioustradition,it is thediscovery
that “God is closerto me thanmy own pulse"(theKoran).

This realization,of course,inspiresawe.devotionand
reverence.It shouldleadto the“awe-filled- responseof love,

not thenegativeanxietyof dreadandtrepidation The
Chineselanguageaccuratelytranslatesthebiblical
understandingof “fear of theLord" w ith threecharacters
literally meaning“to hold God m awe.to standin aweof
God."

Prayerbeginswith this"awe-filled- awarenessof the
loving Divine presence.Simply put.prayeris becoming

awareandtakingnoticeof the presenceof God in which we

dwell andwhich dwellsw ithin us.Prayeris discoveringand

growingin theconsciousawarenessof a God w ho.hkea

captivated,ever-presentparent,continuallycontemplates,
nurtures,indulgesandprotectsPrayeris “standingin aweof
God"; it is expressing"fear of theLord."
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Manyof usmistakenlythink thatGod is “out there, and

prayeris theprocessby which we “gel" God.We turn God
intoanobject,hkea butterfly, thatwe try to catchin thenet

of our prayersandspiritual techniques
Wearelike thelittle fish whoswamto its motherand

said.‘Mommy, they weretalkingaboutthis thingcalled
water'todayin school.I swamall aroundlooking for
it—from thebottomof theoceanto theplacewheretheland

meetsthesea—but I couldn’t find it! Whereis this thing
called‘water’?"

Manyof uswant to know. Whereis this thingcalled
God’?'But God is not “out there.”Wearcalready“in” God.
AsCatherineof Sienahaswritten.“As thefish is in theocean
andtheoceanis in thefish,soarewe in God."

God is like theair we breathe.Perhapsthat is why the
deeperwe grow in the prayerfulawarenessof the Divine
presencein our lives, thelessweactuallysaywith wordsand
themorewe simply breatheandenjoy it. As Mertononce
told theyoungmonksof Gethsemane

The presenceof Godis like walkingoui of adoorinto the
freshair. You don'tconcentrateon the freshair. You breathe
it. And youdon'tconcentrateon thesunlight You just enjoy
it. It's all aroundyou... The thingsin life that correspond
somewhatto thepresenceof Godarenot thingson u hich
you canconcentrateor on which you doconcentrate.You
just simplyarein them.Whenyouswim,you don't
concentrateon thewater... To bein thepresenceof Godis,
in a certainsense,hkebeingin water.7

It isasif wearethefish swimmingin theoceanof Divine
love. As Scripturesays.“In him we live andmoveandhave
our being" (Acts 17:28a).Prayeris growingin theawareness

Thomas Menon. "Does God Hear Our Prayer?' < Kansas City. Mo Credence
Cassettes). tape AA 2071
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of the Divine milieu in which wealreadyexist.
Peoplewho‘fish" for Godoften try too hardandendup

frustrated This is a commonmistakefor ihe beginnerat
prayer.While a noviceunderMertonsguidance,the
contemporaryspiritual writer andlecturerJamesFinley was
chastisedfor hisover-zealousapproachto prayer Mertons
advicewassimpleyet profound,‘Brother, how doesanapple
ripen?li just sitsin thesun."

Suchis the life of prayer:sitting in thesunto ripen'
Prayeris not a matterof activelydoing thingsto getGod. It
is theexistentialawarenessof baskingandbreathingin the
Divine presence.

JohnVianneytold thisstoryof ripening: An old man
visiteda village churcheveryday.but heseemedto do
nothing He fingeredno rosary,thumbedno prayerbook,

mumbledno prayers.Oneday his parishpriestasked.“Old
man.what doyou dowhenyou cometo my churchevery
day?I don't seeyou pray.1 don'tseeyou kneel.1 don'tsee
you light anycandles.Whatareyou doing?"

Theold man replied thai indeedhewaspraying.

"How?" askedthepriest.

“Well." theold man replied."I sit hereandlook at him.
andhelooksbackat me.That'sall."

Suchis thelife of prayer:to baskin theconsciousnessof
Abbascontinualgaze.Prayeris not activelysearchingfor
God.Il is discoveringthat1 havealreadybeenfound by God.
It is becomingawareof the fact thatat everymomentof my

existenceAbba is alreadycontemplatingme.
Authentic“fear of theLord" is thisconsciousawareness

of Abba'scaptivateddelightandunconditionallovefor me.It
is thereverent,awe-filled recognitionthat ‘God knowsI'm

here.And that makesa differenceto God." It is the
realizationthat I am first andforemost“the beloved."Only
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thendo I become"the lover ”

“We love because|God|first loved us" (1John4:19).

The Divine Indwelling

Hintsof theimmediate,intimateawarenessof God that

Jesushad.thoughuniquelyhisown. havealsobeen
experiencedby someChristiansthroughthecenturies.

Mysticshavewrittenaboutan interior Divine presenceusing

variousimages:“thesparkof thesoul.""theapexof the
soul,'"thecenterof thesoul.'"the interior fire." “the voice

within.* "thegroundof being,"“the trueself.'To rewritethe
wordsof Scripture,"In me,God livesandmovesandhas
Divine being.'

Ouroriginal parentshadanawarenessof thisDivine

indwelling in theGardenof Eden.Oneof theconsequences
of AdamandEve’ssin. though,is thelossof that “interior,

simpleself,our godlikeself, the imageof God.’Christ in

us "8 We havebecomedistracted,choosingto fix our
attentionon thingsthoughtto beof greaterimportance
More tragically,wearedivided.Wearealienatedfrom our
veryselves.We areno longercenteredPlain andsimple,we
arelost.As MeisterEckhart,theGermanDominicanof the
fourteenthcentury,said,“God is at home.It is we who have
goneout for a walk."

Thejourneyawayfrom this interiorgodlikeself has
createda newcenterof gravity neverintendedby the
Creator.ThomasMertoncalledit by variousnames:“the
imaginaryself.* “the externalself." “the self-seeking-self,"
“the sensual,selfishandexteriorself,” “the compulsiveand
automaticself,’ or “the falseself."

8 Thomas Merton. Spiritual Direction und Meditation (Collegeville. Minn The
Liturgical Press, i960), p TH
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Thefalseself,a direct resultof original sin,expresses
itself in our over-emotionalinvestmentin what we do,what
we haveandwhat peoplethink of us. It is like a black hole
which sucksinto itself all of our creativeenergies.It insists
uponcontrolling,manipulatinganddominating Its
concernsareselfish,individualisticandsuperficial Thefalse
self makesusforgetwho we reallyareby causmgusto
becomeobsessedwith what wearenot. Mertonbelievesthat
all sinstartsfrom theassumptionthat this falseself,with its

egocentricagenda,is thefundamentalroadto happinessin
this life.

The parableof theprodigalson(Luke 15:ll-32)canbe
interpretedasa parableabouttheseductionof thefalseself
and therediscoveryof the trueself. Theyoungerson
demandsanearly inheritance,leaveshomeandmakesa new
life for himself.Thoughwe might applaudtheindustrious
independenceof theson.thereissomethinginherently
selfishin thewholeaffair But that is thenatureof thefalse
self. It feedsuponitself, thriveson instantgratification,is
blindly investedin theagendaof theegoandisolatesa
personfrom others.This ventureultimatelyleadsthe
youngersonto thepigs,a shockingimageof thefinal
destinationof thosewho investheavilyin thefalseself

How cantheyoungerson—anyoneof us—becomefree
from theobsessionsandagendaof thefalseself andthus
leavethepig penwherewearetruly foreigners?Thatswhere
asceticismcomesin.

Asceticism

ThomasMertondescribedasceticismas“the purification
andliberationof thedivine imagein man.hiddenunder

layersof unlikeness.” Hecontinued
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Our trueself is thepersonwearemeantto be—-the manwho
is freeand upright,in the imageandlikenessof God The
work of recoveryof this lost likenessis effectedby stripping

awayall that is alienandforeign to our trueselves—sheddingthe “doublegarment”of hypocrisyandillusion by
which we try to concealthe truth of our misery from
ourselves,our brethrenandfrom God.M

ElevenyearslaterMertonuseda Paulineimageto convey
thesameunderstanding:

In anycase,the“deathof theold man” is not thedestruction
of personalitybut thedissipationof an illusion, and the
discoveryof thenewmanis therealizationof what wasthere
all along,at leastasa radicalpossibility,by reasonof thefact
that manis the imageof God.10

Asceticismis theconscioussheddingof theillusions
which thefalseself adamantlyclaimsto be realities.Il is

droppingthecrutchesand personalitypropsthat theego
insistsarenecessarylife-supportsystemsIt is breakingfree
from themagnetichold of theegoby followingJesus’
exhortationto "die to the [false] self." Using the imageryof
theprodigalsonparable,asceticismis abandoninglife with
thepigsandreturninghometo thecenter,to thegodlikeself,
whereAbba waitswith ring, robeandfattedcalf.

A Zen masteroncedescribedthe purposeof Zenas
‘dismountingandgettingoff theass—and you’re theass!"
Most of usdogo throughlife riding thestallionof theego
andyelling, “Here1 come!Makeway for me! Coming
through!"We needto “get off our high horse”andreturn
home.

Asceticismliberatesmy divineimage,the“Christ in me.”

* ThomasMenon,TheSilent Life (New York Farrar.Straus,andCudahy
|o

1957).p 22
ThomasMerton.Zen and theBirds oj Appetite(New York: New Directions
19ft8).p. 118

It showsme theway hometo my trueself It is the labor
painsof being"horn again.” It is discovering“my original
facebeforeI wasborn.” asthe Zen masterssay.Il is

respondingto thecall of Jesus:“(T|hosewho losetheir life
for my sakewill find it" (Matthew16:25).It is becoming
awareof a treasurehiddenin a field andsellingall to possess
it (Matthew13:44).

TheGreatInsight

Asceticismmakesusreceptiveto thegreatinsight of the
spiritual life: Thereis nothing“to get” becausewe already

haveit! As Mertonsays:

In prayerwediscoverwhat wealreadyhave.You startwhere
you arcandyou deepenwhatyou alreadyhave,andyou
realizethatyou arealreadythere.We alreadyhave
everything,but we don!know it andwedon'texperienceit.

Everythinghasbeengiven to us in Christ.All we needis to
experiencewhat we alreadypossess."

Thegreattreasureexposedby prayeris our godlikeself,

the imageof God,Christ in us It is a puregift from God A
few yearsbeforehedied,Merton tried to describethe
treasure:

At thecenterof our beingis a point of nothingnesswhich is

untouchedby sin andby illusion, a point of pure truth,a
point or sparkwhich belongsentirely toGod.which is never
al our disposal,from which Goddisposesof our lives, which
is inaccessibleto thefantasiesof our own mind or the
brutalitiesof our own will This little point of nothingness
andof absolutepovertyis thepureglory of God in us. It is so

to speakHis namewritten in us II is like a purediamond.

11 Steindl Rast,p 80.
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blazingwith the invisible light of heaven.It is in
everybody....12

Oncewhile speakingon this topicduringa week-long
workshopon prayerandthespiritual life, 1 waspublicly
challengedby anarticulate,well-readwoman Sheaccused
meof preachingsomeform of New Age spirituality under
theappearanceof Christianmysticism.“I am not God—nor
evena god! This is heresy!’’

This w'omanvoicedan uneasinessthat manyfeel when
theyareconfrontedwith theexperiencesof Christian
mystics.But ponderMerton’sdescriptioncarefully:He says
this pristine,interior point “belongsentirely to God.” No
humanbeingcanclaim it ashis or herown. It is

“inaccessible”becauseit is nota “thing.” Onedoesnot reach
it throughmentalgymnasticsor sheer,brutal forceof desire.
It isclearlyagift, agrace,thatcomeswith therealityof birth.
As the womansocorrectlysaid,“I am not God—nor evena
god.” Yet Goddoesdwell within me,within you.

Theseventeenth-centurySpanishmystic,Johnof the
Cross,w’rites in hisAscentto Mount Carmelthat this interior
Divine indwelling is theverysourceof a person’sexistence:

Godsustainseverysoulanddwellsin it substantially,even
thoughit maybethatof thegreatestsinnerin theworld. This
union betweenGodandcreaturesalwaysexists.By it God
conservestheir beingsothat if the union would end.they
would immediatelybeannihilatedandceaseexisting,11

But lestanyonemisreadthegreatCarmelitesaint,hegoes
on to add that thesoul continuesto remaindistinct from
God,“just asa window,althoughillumined by a ray of light,

‘ ThomasMerton,Conjecturesof a Guilty Bystander(GardenCity, N.Y:
. DoubledayandCompany,1966),p 142
Aufnt to Mount Carmel,Book 2.5:3.

hasanexistencedistinct from theray."14Asceticismis the
processof cleaningthewindow andletting thesunshine
through

Conversion

Authenticconversionbeginswhena personexperiences

the initial glimmer of thegreatinsight TheNewRevised
StandardVersion translatestheconversionmomentin the
life of the prodigalsonin thesepoignantterms:“he cameto
himself’ (Luke 15:17).To comebackto thetrueself is to

comeback hometo theinterior sanctuarywheretheDivine
presencedwells; it is to recovertheoriginal stanceof Adam
and Eve.Thisexperienceis anearthquakewhich shakesthe
very foundationof the falseself andoften produces
irreparablecracksin it Wesuddenlybecomeawareand
rediscoverwho we really areandwhat we alreadyhave

Mertonconfessesthat hisown conversionbegan“with
therealizationof thepresenceof God in this presentlife, in

theworld and in myself,and that my taskasChristianis to

live in full andvital awarenessof thisgroundof my being
andof theworld'sbeing"l5 Conversionandasceticismend
one’sself-imposedexileandleada personbackto thecenter,

to thegroundof being,whereoneis opento the presenceof

Jesus’Abba.

Suffering

Emotionalsufferingcanplay an importantrole in the
journeyhomewhenharnessedasa transformingpower
Ninety-five percentof recoveringalcoholicssaythat it was

14 Ibid.. 5 7.
11Menon.Conjecturesof a Guilty Bystander,pp 292-293
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emotionalpain which motivatedthemto admit their
powerlessnessoveralcoholandseekhelp.Peopleend
destructive,codependentrelationshipswhen I heemotional
anguishbecomesunbearable.Seekingout needed
psychologicalhelpis motivatedby deep-seatedemotional
pain.Emotionalsufferingis often thestimulusfor change.

Ironically, somuchemotionalpain,frustrationand
anxietyareself-imposed.Theyaredirect resultsof making
theconsciousdecisionto remainwith thepigs, to continue

riding our high horses,to preserveand protecttheagendaof
thefalseself. Emotionalstressandanxietycomefrom the
ego’sadamantcompulsionto dominateandcontrol life and
otherpeople.Emotionalsufferingcanbe thepricewe pay to

keepthefalseself alive. Until we realizethat,we point
fingersof accusationandmistakenlyblameothersfor our
frustrationsandhurts.

Oneof themostimportanteffectsof physicaland
emotionalsufferingis theway it challengesand reshapes
personalGod-images.Indeed,our personalimageof God is
oftencanedout of our wounds.Chemicaladdiction,
physicaldisability,emotionalturmoil, terminalillnessor
mid-life restlessness—all thesecanoften providean
opportunityfor themanifestationof the personalGod of
adult life. Sufferingcan bea Divine epiphany.

By thetime I metAllen, AIDS hadalreadystrippedhim of
his ruggedgoodlooksandhealthybody weight. He was
bedridden,frail andeagerto tell meabouthis journeyto
God.

“I’ve knownsomethingwasn’t right with mesinceI was
in third or fourth grade In high school1 realizedthat my
problemwasbeinggay—and1 wasdeeplyashamedof that.
Try as1 did,1 just couldn’t acceptit. And at thesametime,1
just couldn’t fakebeingstraight.The moreI beggedand

pleadedwith God to changeme,themoreI felt ashamedand
dirty and messedup.So I guessit wasa way of dealingwith
my shamethat 1 just gaveup on God. I decidedto run away
from him. That way I wouldn’t be remindedof theeternal
punishmentthat1 wastold I would get for beinggay.

“However, thingsbeganto changewhen I got sick.
Everythingwasgraduallypulled from underneathmy feet.
My family andfriendsbecamestrangelyscarce.My dignity
disappeared.Thenmy financialsecurity.And finally my
independence.

“1 still rememberthedaywhen I hit rock bottom.I was
thoroughlydepressedandlonely. To my own surprise,I
turnedto God. This is Allen, God.Rememberme?’I said
ThoughI suspectedGod wasawareof my strugglesand
frustrationwith sexuality,I alsowantedto makesureGod
knew the hurt he hadcausedme.1 wasangryand I wanted
God to know it. After all, by this time1 hadnothingto lose.

“The Churchhascontinually told me that I am expected
to live asa celibateor marriedto a woman.Evena fool
knowshowr impossibleandabsurdeitherchoicewould have
beenfor me.SoI told God just how cruel it was,to makeme
in sucha way that1 would neverget into heaven.I yelled at

God for stackingthecardsagainstme from themomentof
my birth.

“And you know what?Insteadof discoveringan

unfeelingjudge,I founda loving Fatherwho understood,

who cared,who wasmoreconcernedaboutme thanabout
how 1 had lived! And hehadbeenwith meall the time—in

everyone-nightstandandeverydoctor’sappointment.I

might havebeenrunning,but hestayedput. He washereall

alongwaiting for me.
“AIDS hasforcedme to let go of somanythingsthat I

thoughtweresoimportant.But surprisingly,the more1 let
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go andsurrender,themoreI find God to be a loving Father
who is closerto me than I could haveever imagined."

Adult Imagesof God

We do not let go of our childhoodimagesof Godeasily.
Theyarerooteddeepin our bones.And when thoseearly
imagesareoddlydistortedor downrightperverted,one's

spiritual life in adulthood,if it existsat all, canbeadversely
affected.

Many peoplefind themselvesat thesamecrossroadsas
CardinalHumeandAllen: Many haveto choosebetweenan

imageof God handeddown to themby someoneelseandan
imageof God revealedin their owti personalexperiencesof
humanlife. Theeasierchoice,often,is to believein the
God-imagethatonehasbeengiven tn thehomeor
classroom1 havethereforecometo respectdeeplypeople
like Allen who takethegreatleapof faith—sometimeswith
fearandtrembling—and placetheir trust in thedeeply
personalrevelationsof God in their lives.Suchpersonal
religiousexperienceshavea way of correctingtheerrorsof
our upbringingandeducation.

As a child, I worshipedthegroundmy fatherwalkedon.
Of his threesonsandtwo daughters,I wasunquestionably
his favorite.But when1 wasthirteenyearsold, my father
committedsuicide.Thatgunshotwound not only killed my
father.It alsoshatteredthe imageof God that1 hadbeen
given early in my life. Theall-powerful,ever-presentGodof
the BaltimoreCatechismnot only appearedpowerlessbefore
my tragedybut alsoseemedcoldly disinterestedand(ar

away.
Oneday in my mid-twenties,afteryearsof searchingfor

a father’slove,1 criedout in prayerto theGod of my
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childhood,to theall-powerful,ever-presentGodof the
BaltimoreCatechism.1demandedanexplanation,reasons,an
answerto the“Why?" that continuedto gnawawayat my
soul.And theresponseto my prayer?Cold silence.Detached
indifference.My childhoodGodseemeddead.

But thensomethinghappened.Out of the blue I felt
myselfsurroundedby a loving comfortanda protectivecare
that I previouslyhadneverexperiencedIt felt asif someone
wascradlingme in tenderarmsand holdingme tight
Thoughthepain andmemoryof my father'sdeathwerestill
very muchpresent,I knew I wasn’t alonein my suffering
And indeed,I wasn’t.On a Thursdayafternoonin 1981,my
personalGod—theGodof Albert Haase—revealedhimself to
me.

Thatexperiencehasradicallychangedmy personalimage

of God.1 no longerthink of Godasa cold,aloof Creatorw ho
hasabandonedmehereon earth 1 no longerbelieveGod to
beaninsensitivejudgewho rulesall creationheartlessly.My
newGod-imagehasbeencarvedout of my woundandbased
uponanexperienceof God'slove for me.God is now the
Abba of Jesus—a Godof boundlesslove,consolationand
compassionwho continuallysurroundsme.Like a Divine
mother,Godnurturesandnourishesmein timesof painand
loneliness.Like a Divine father.God offers mestrengthand
couragew'hen1 needthem.And God is socloseto me that
my otherneedsareoftenanticipatedevenbeforeI myself am
awareof them.

This new imageof God hasbeenwith mefor overa
decade.But 1 know it, too,will change.TheDivine presence,
asblatantlyasasunrisein springor assubtlyasa paton the
backon a lonely day,continuallyrevealsitself.
Consequently,thesereligiousexperienceswill challengeme

againto refine my personalimageof God.
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Weoutgrowour imagesof God like we do our clothes
andshoes.If wedo not continuallyrefineandupdatethem
asa resultof our personalexperiencesof God.we run the

risk of dreadfulGod-images(“Suicide must be thewill of
God"), a childishspirituality,or evenworse,the radical
disbeliefof atheismor agnosticism.Thecloserwe get back
homethroughasceticism,the beltersight we haveof the

Godwaiting for us.

TheConversionof Francisof Assisi

BrotherThomasof Celano,thefirst biographerof Francis
of Assisi,describesSaintFrancis'conversionin hisFirst Life.
In thefirst fifteen paragraphsCelanopaintsa portrait of
Francisas“an exampleto all of conversionto God.” A close
look at theseparagraphsprovideconcreteexpressionof the
themesexploredin thischapter.

For twenty-fiveyearstheyoungFrancissquanderedboth
time and money.He outdid his friendsin vanity, vainglory,
popularityandfine clothes.Francisfocusedhiscreative
energiesuponmakinga namefor himself. His proud,
extravagantfathermust havebeenpleasedto seethat “the
appledid not fall far from the tree.” Francis'falseself was
aliveandwell, Indeed,it wasthriving.

But thenFrancisexperiencedthecross.A periodof
mentaldistressandbodily sufferingbeganto awakenhis
sensesto anotherreality. Initially, hecould not comprehend
this new reality: Heonly knewhewasastrangerandanexile
in a foreign land Celanotells us thatFrancis“beganto
despisehimself andto hold in somecontemptthe thingshe
hadadmiredandloved before."

The falseself, however,is unyielding.Its compulsionis
to makeitself perceptibleto theworld and to constructits
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agendaasthesanctuaryof meaningfor one'slife. So Francis
still keptalive the hopeof accomplishinggreatdeedsof
worldly' glory andvanity. He vowedto go to Apulia with a
noblemanfrom Assisi in hopesof attainingglory asa knight.
Thougha vision seemedto confirm futuresuccess,the
restlessFrancisfell ambivalent His heartwasresisting. He
wasnot filled with his usualhappinessoversuchthings."
Celanocomments.

Francisgraduallyrecognizedthelie of military glory. He
abandonedtheideaof going to war and,instead,startedthe
interiorspiritual journey.He becameawareandtook notice
of the Divine presencewithin CelanosaysFrancis
“withdrew for a while from thebustleandthebusinessof the
world and tried to recognizeJesusChristdwelling within
himself." He wassoon“afire within himself with a divine
fire." He alsobecameawareof God'scaptivateddelight in

him andrealizedthat his past“had offendedtheeyesof
God’s majesty."Francishadtakenthefirst steptowards
home,towardsthetrueself, towardsGod.

Francisquickly lost hisappetitefor thedelightsof the
falseself. Celanotells us,for example,that he “caredno
morefor moneythanfor thedust.” But theobsessionwith
thevaluesof thefalseself wasnot brokendefinitively until
FrancisstoodbeforetheBishopof Assisiand renouncedthe
possessionsgiven him by his father.WhenCelanorevised
his versionof thiseventeighteenyearslater in theSecond
Life, he placedthisshort,telling speechin themouthof the

saint:

From now on 1 canfreelysay “Our Fatherwhoart in
heaven,"not “father PietroBcrnardone,”to whom,behold.1
give up not only the money,but all my clothestoo. I will
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thereforego nakedto theLord.16

To addressGodasAbba in prayeris to proclaimGodas

Abba by theway onelives. That becamethemissionof

Francisof Assisi. No wonderBrotherConradof Offida

remembersFrancistelling BrotherLeo, “I donot consider
the personwho ts reluctantto say‘Our Father’to bea friar
minor ",7

We do not know what imageof God Francispossessed
beforehisconversion.If hehadoneatall. it probablydid not

elicit anygreatemotionalresponsefrom him. Whatdid elicit
a response,though,washis father'slessonthathappiness
wasfound in experiencingandhoardingthepleasuresand
treasuresof theworld TheyoungFrancishadbelievedthat
But at 25 Francis’own experiencebeganto betraythe lie of
his father’svalues.SoFrancisbeganto renouncethem.In
doingso.hebeganto openhimself to theDivine presence
andto imageGodasonewhodemandedexactlytheopposite
of his father’sselfishvaluesystem TheGodof theadult
FranciswastheDivine Almsgiver. Like somanyof us,

Franciscarvedhis imageof God from thewoundsof his
youth.

SundayafterSundaywego to church.And therewe find
asmanydifferent imagesof Godastherearepeoplein the
pew Whetherwe areconsciouslyawareof it or not,eachof
ushaspaintedanimageof Goduponour hearts.That image,
alwaysa resultof thegift of religiousexperience,has
sometimesbeenframedby theblood,sweatandtearsof our
past.And yet,asdifferent asour personalGod-imagesare.

16 Thomasof Cebno.SecondLife oj St Francis 12.St Fromu of Assim Writings
and Early Brographwi Fngtish Omnibus of the Source* for the Life of St From is
(FranciscanPress.Quincy College,Quincy. Ill 1991),p 372
Verba Fr Conradi,ed by Paul Sabatier.Opusculesdecruiqur hiuorique. tome
I (Rans Libearie Fischbacher 1903).p. 378.
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nevertheless,westandunitedasthebeloved,“daring to
pray" in thewordsof Jesus:“Our Father...”

Pointsfor Reflection

What is my presentimageof God?How hasit grown
out of my religiousexperience?What role hastragedy
anddisappointmentplayedin shapingit?

Do 1 “fear" God with reverenceor “fear" Godwith
dread?Is God the “policemanof thecookiejar" or the
"God of thechocolatechipcookie"?

Whenhave1 experiencedthemasculinityof God?The
femininity of God?

What haveI learnedfrom my experiencesof
incarnation?

Whenhave1 experiencedAbbascaptivated
contemplationof my being?Whenhave1 experienced
theDivine presencewithin?

How do I practicethechallengeof asceticismin my
life? Are my asceticalpractices“leadingme home"to

thepresenceof Abba in my life, or aretheyfeedingthe
prideof thefalseself?
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CHAPTFR TWO

Our Father’

T heold teacherof wisdomcalledoverhis two

disciplesandsaid,“My sons,how canyou tell that
thenight is truly overand theday is dawning?”

Thenewdisciple,anxiousto flaunt hisspiritualdepth
aftera monthof training,instantlyreplied,“When you seea
treein thedistanceandcantell whetherit is anappletreeor
a peartree.Thenyou know theday is dawning.”

Theelderly teachershookhis head “No.”
Theotheryoungdisciple,morecautiousyet justaseager

to justify thepastyearof instructionbeforehiscompanion,

thoughtfor a momentandreplied,“When you seeananimal
in thedistanceandcan tell whetherit is a dogor a sheep.
Thenyou know thenight is over.”

Theold teacher,betrayinghisdisappointmentwith a
raisedeyebrow,shookhis head.“No."

So the two disciplesprotested“Tell us.venerable
teacher,whenis thenight overandthedaydawning?”

With all thewisdomof theages,theold teacherspoke
deliberately."My sons,thenight is truly overandtheday is

really dawningwhenyou canlook into theeyesof another

humanbeingandrecognizethereyourbrotheror yoursister.

Until then,it is still night,no matterwhat time it is ”

Thefirst word of theLord'sPrayercarriestheweight of
creationandyet,we rarelyreflect uponit. It standsin direct
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oppositionto thesinsof discrimination,apartheidand
environmentalabuse.It revealsoneof thegreat

illuminationsin thespiritual life: theexperienceof the
family of humanity,thefamily of creation.

Prejudiceanddiscriminationareovertexpressionsof the
falseself sincetheyclassifypeopleasobjectsandjudgethem
on nothingdeeperthansuperficialappearances.They isolate
mefrom therestof humanityandarrogantlypromotemy
causefor canonization.Theyconvincemethat you and I are

fundamentallydifferent.As a result,a wide abyssbeginsto

openup betweenmy sideof the tracksandyoursideof the
tracks.This wideabyssbecomesthebreedinggroundsfor
suspicionsandirrationalfears Wallsgo up Signsareposted:
‘No Trespassing.'"KeepOut." "Men Only." I look at you as
aninferior object.I talk aboutyouandtreatyou like a thing

ThomasMertons poem.“Macariusand thePony,"
revealsthe powerof prejudiceto turn peopleinto objects.It
is basedon a storyaboutMacarius,a fourth-centurydesert
fatherwhocureda younggirl who hadbeenchangedinto a
mare

Peoplein a village
At thedesert'sedge
Hadadaughter
Who waschanged(they thought)
By magicarts
Into a pony

At first theyberatedher
“Why doyou haveto bea horse?’
Shecould think of no reply.
Sotheyled herout with a halter
Into thehot wasteland
Wheretherewasa saint

CalledMacarius
Living in a cell.
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“Father" theysaid
"This youngmarchere
Is.or was.our daughter
Enemies,wicked men.
Magicians,havemadeher
Theanimalyou see.
Now by your prayersto God
Changeherback
Into thegirl sheusedto be'

"My prayers"saidMacarius.
"W'lll changenothing.
For I seeno mare.
Why do you call thisgoodchild
An animal’’

But heled herinto hiscell
With her parents:
Therehespoketo God
Anointing thegirl with oil.
And whentheysawwith what love
He placedhis handuponherhead
They realized,atonce.
Shewasnoanimal
Shehadneverchanged
Shehad beena girl from thebeginning.

"Your own eyes
(SaidMacarius)

Are your enemies.

Your own crookedthoughts
(Said theanchorite)

Changepeoplearoundyou
Into birdsandanimals
Your own ill-will
(said theclear-eyedone)

Peoplestheworld with specters'18

Thomas Merlon. “Macarius and the Pony." in The Collected Poemt of Thomo-.
-Merton, pp JI7-J18
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Prejudicedistortsmy vision of otherpeople,
transformingtheminto beastswhich mustbetamedor fixed
It blindsme to their humanityandto thefamilial
relationshipI sharewith them.After all, Abba is "our

Father.

God asTrinity

Oneof the first mysteriesof thefaith which we were

taughtaschildrenis thatGod is Trinity: Father,Sonand
Holy Spirit. Thoughwe weretaughtit is impossibleto

explain themeaningof theTrinitarianmystery.Trinity at

leastalertedusto the"relationalessence"of Divinity. The
FatherlovestheSon;theSonlovestheFather;andtheir very
relationshipis bondedtogetherby the Holy Spirit. Thevery
essenceof our God is loving relationships.“God is love”
(1John4:8).

Thatdoctrinealsospeaksvolumesaboutthenatureof
thetrueself. For if I amcreatedin the imageandlikenessof
thisTrinitarianGod, then1 mustalsobe in loving
relationshipsto be my authenticself.Theimageandlikeness
of Godstampeduponhumanitypointsto our existential
needto bein relationship.Wewerecreatedto heinextricably
boundtogether.The trueself, thegodlikeself, is relational.

AdamandEvewerecreatedfor oneanother.Thiswasthe
greatinsightsymbolizedby thewriter of thesecondcreation
account.We mustbe in relationshipto discoverwho we
reallyare.“Thereforea manleaveshis fatherandhismother
andclingsto hiswife, andthetwoof thembecomeoneflesh"
(Genesis2:24).

Mertonsawthat thesameanalog)*of complementarity
could providethe rationalefor a Christianapproachto race
relations He believedthatdifferent racesandcultures
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"mutually completeoneanother"19 Writing aboutthe racial
tensionsof Americaduringthe1960’s,Merton wrote:

Whitecallsfor black just asblackcallsfor white Our
significanceaswhite menis to beseenentirely in thefact that
all menarenot white.Until thisfact is grasped,wewill never
realizeour true placein theworld,andwewill neverachieve
what wearemeantto achievein it. Thew hite manis for the
blackman:that is why heis white The black manis for the
w'hite man:this is why heis black.20

Wecatchglimpsesof our trueself only in loving
relationshipto Godandothers.That is themeaningof Eve
sharingoneof Adam'sribs (Genesis2:21-34).That is what
theparentsof thegirl wereableto glimpsethanksto a
relationshipwith Macarius.And that'swhatdifferent races
discoverin dialoguewith oneanother.

Thatis whyJesuscombinedtwo Mosaiclawsinto the
“greatestcommandment":love of God (Deuteronomy6:5)

andlove of neighbor(Leviticus19:18,Mark 12:29-31).We
standauthenticallyasindividual humanbeingsonly when
we standwith ourentirefamily, sideby sidewith Brother

Jesusandour otherbrothersandsistersall over theearth,

beforetheoneGod whois “our" Abba.
ClassicFranciscanspiritualitymakesthesamepoint The

storyis told of how Francisand his followersencountered
Lady Povertywhom theyinvited to theireveningmealin
typical Franciscanfashion.After a verysimplemealof bran
breadandwater.Lady Povertyaskedfor a tour of their
cloister.Thefriars took their specialguestupa hill and,

pointingto thew holeworld asfar astheycouldsee,said.

” ThomasMerton,Seedsof Destruction(New York: Farrar.Straus6aGiroux,
Inc . 1964),p 61

“ibtd
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"This, Lady, is our doister.”21
WhenThomasMerton first enteredthewalleddoisterof

theTrappists,hewasa severeyoungmonk who had truly

renouncedtheworld. His choicefor Godandthemonastery

meanta renunciationof humanityandMadisonAvenue.In

theearlyyearshegavethisadviceto readersof Seedsof
Contemplation:

Do everythingyou canto avoid theamusementsandthe
noiseandthebusinessof men. . Do not readtheir
newspapersunlessyou arereallyobliged to keeptrackof
what isgoingon. Newspapersarea penance,not a diversion
Begladif you cankeepbeyondthereachof their radios .. Do
not complicateyour life by looking at thepicturesin their
magazines.12

Later Mertonwould commentthat thisearlyperiodin

his religiouslife wasmarkedby a rigid, arbitrary,dualistic
separationbetweenGodandtheworld But thiswasnothing
new for theCatholicpiety of the1940’s.

As Mertongrew in thespiritual life, however,herealized
thateventhemonk wascalled to a relationshipwith the
world. The trueself is alwaysrelational.Whenhepublished
therevisedNew Seedsof Contemplation,hedeletedthe
referencesto newspapersandmagazinesin theabove-
mentionedtext.The maturemonk realizedthathe—andall
of us—areobliged to keeptrackof what is goingon.

Living asa hermitfor thelast two yearsof hislife. Merton
kept thewindowsof hishermitageopento thewholeworld.
He wroteaboutthescandalof nucleararms,theVietnam
Warandthevolatile racerelationsbetweenAfrican-
Americansandw hitesin theSouth.His vocationasa

‘ 1 The story can be found in the Sacrum Commeroum. Omnibus of the Sources for
the Life of St Francis, p. 1593

“ Thpmas Merlon. Seeds of Contemplation (Norfolk, Conn.: New Directions
Books 1949). p 40
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Christiandemandedthat he bein theworld andrelatingto
it. He prayedwith oneeyeonScriptureandtheotheron the
daily newspaperLike Francis,Mertoncametoseethewhole
world ashiscloister.To quotethetitle of oneof his poems.
Merton lived his life "With theWorld in My Blood Stream.”

The Prayerof Intercession

I, too,standbeforeAbba "with theworld in my blood
stream.”My trueself is in unionwith thefamily of humanity
with its worriesandconcerns—and,trueto thatself, I pray
theprayerof intercession.

Many peoplemistakenlybelievethat thepurposeof
intercessoryprayeris to changethemind of Godor make
Godawareof a particularproblemthatneedsspecial
attention.But asMerton remarked,“We arenot rainmakers,
but Christians.”23

Intercessoryprayerisanexpressionof my relationshipto
theworld. I standbefore"our” Fatherandproclaimmy
connectedness,unity andattachmentto theworld. “Il's
simply a needfor me to expressmy love by prayingfor my
friends;it’s like embracingthem,” said Merton.24

Intercessoryprayeris onewayof bridgingthegap
betweenall thatseparatesmefrom my brothersandsisters:

economics,education,power,race,religion andculture.To
intercedefor othersbeforeAbbaisanexpressionof my belief
in the family of humanity.It is alsoa landmarkon theroad
towardhome.

Theabsenceof theprayerof intercessionin ones

spiritual life is a poignantindicatorof thefalseself.Only the
falseself canpraywith eyesclosedto thesufferingsof the

*’ Steindl-Rast. p 88
24 Ibid
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world, with earsdeaf to thecriesof the hungryandwith a

heartcallousandinsensitiveto theneedsof thehuman

family. Only thefalseself praysto “my" Father.It’s always

midnight in thesoulof onewho fails to prayfor thehopes
anddreamsof theworld.

‘Splanchnizcin’

Theimportanceof compassionateintercessionwasone
of the pointsthatJesuswastrying to makein his parable
aboutthegoodSamaritan(Luke 10:29-37).A manis robbed
and left to die in a ditch.Two law-observantJews,a priest
anda Levite,bothdeliberatelypasshim by. But thena
foreigner,aSamaritan,comesalong.Consideredanoutcast
by Judaism,thisSamaritannodoubtknowsthefeelingof
“being left behindto die." He offersa handof mercyand
compassionthatgoesbeyondmerecharityand
philanthropy.We canalmosthearhim sayto themanin the
ditch, “1 know what it’s like. I’ve beenthere.”

TheGreekverbthatJesususesfor thegoodSamaritan’s
mercyandcompassionis splanchnizeinIt is thesameword
theEvangelistsuseto describeJesus'pity andcompassion
(seeMatthew9:36,15:32,20:34;Mark 1:41,6:34,8:2, Luke
10:33).

TheGreeksplanchnizcinis derivedfrom thenounfor
“entrails,” “bowels,” “guts,” astheseatof emotions.
Compassionateintercession,therefore,comes“from the
depths”of a person.TheGreekword alsoconnotesa
femininequality sinceit is occasionallyassociatedwith the
Hebrewword for “womb," rechem.Compassionate
intercessionthereforeemergesfrom the placewherelife
begins.I immediatelythink of birthing mothersandhow
theywitnessto the inextricablebondof painandnew life.

Authenticcompassionandintercessionarenot
superficialforaysof thebusy-bodyinto the problemsof
otherpeople.Theyarenot experienceswhich bloat theego
with good feelingsaboutitself. Rather,compassionand
intercessionarethe naturalandspontaneousresponsesof
thetrueselfasit standsin relationshipto theworld Thetrue
self feels“in its depths”the painsandsorrowsof othersas
theystruggleto live a fuller dimensionof life. It responds
with thepowerof charityandlove.This response,painful as
it canbe,helpsto pushthelessfortunateout of their
darknessandinto thelight. The trueself is constantlyin
labor.“|W|eourselves,whohavethefirst fruitsof theSpirit,
groaninwardly...” (Romans8:23).

TransformingStoneInto flesh

Thefalseself remainsata distancefrom thesufferingsof
others.It is contentto beaspectator.Or it just walksaway.
It is cold, insensitive,callous.It rationalizes:“Why should1
goandsharein the painandsufferingsof others?After all, I
don’t needany moresorrowin my life.”

The trueself,on theotherhand,is involved in thecares
andconcernsof theworld. It is relational.It knowsthat lack
of involvementcanbeasilent participationin evil. It knows
that thelabor painsof compassionandintercessionare
life-giving.

Becauseof my own experienceof beingleft behindby
suicide,I haveexperiencedcompassion’slife-giving poweras

I listen to othersstrugglingto pick up the piecesafter the
suicideof a lovedone.TherewasDeloresleft behindby an

olderbrotherwhom sheloved dearlyandwho committed
suicide.TherewasShirleyand the tangledguilt shefelt over
thesuicideof herson,Michael.1 rememberPeterstruggling
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io surviveafter thesuicideof his wife, Alice. In eachand

everyinstance1 simplysat.listenedandlived throughthe

pain of my own father'ssuicideall overagain.1 could truly
say,"1 know what it’s like. I ve beenthere."And my

com-passion(“sufferingwith") broughtforth a fuller
experienceof life for Delores.Shirley andPeter.

Everyday thelabor painsof compassionandintercession

arepushingothersinto life andlight: A recoveringalcoholic
helpssomeoneelsein thesponsorsystemof Alcoholics
Anonymous.A widow pausesto write a tendernoteof
sympathyto a womanwho hasjust lost her husband
Someonewhohassufferedthetraumaof divorcereachesout

toothersgoingthroughthator a similar transition.Through
supportgroupslike Adult Childrenof Alcoholics,people
helponeanothersort throughtheemotionaldamagedone
by thepast.In eachandeverycase,oneperson'spain and
sufferingbecomelife-giving, “redemptive,"for someoneelse.

Rememberyoursuffering.It neednot be in vain. It can
becomethewombof compassion.

The trueselfscompassionmakesusawareof who we
truly areasit bondsusto othersin relationships.It helpsus
tograspan intuition into theunity sharedbetweena mother
andthechild in herwomb. It providesa realexperienceof
thefamily of humanity.It makesa heartmoreloving, more
tenderand,in theend,morehuman.Compassionchangesa
heartof stoneintoa heartof flesh It isanexistentialw itness

to theworld thatGod is “our" Abba.

The Heartof Holiness

Jesus'actionsshookthevery foundationof traditional
Jewishpiety, theobservanceof theLaw. Heoftenappearedto
actlike a sinner,not a savior.TheGospelsnoteinstances

whenJesusshatteredthelegalisticinterpretationof thethird
commandment(Mark 2:23-3:6)or theculturalandsocial
restrictionsforbiddingpublicconversationswith foreigners
andwomen(John4:4-30).

Suchtransgressionsagainsta legalisticmentalitywere
apparentlydeliberate.Whenquestionedabouthisdisciples'
lack of attentionto theritual purity lawsof Judaism,Jesus
explainedhis perspective:

Listen to me,all of you,andunderstand:thereis nothing
outsidea personthat by goingin candefile, but the things
thatcomearewhatdefile. .. For it is from within, from the
humanheart,thatevil intentionscome:fornication,theft,
murder,adultery,avarice,wickedness,deceit,licentiousness,
envy,slander,pride,folly. All theseevil thingscomefrom
within, andtheydefilea person (Mark 7:14-15,21-23)

ThesinsJesusmentionsareprimarily socialin nature.

Theyoriginatefrom thelackof loving relationshipsor caring
involvementin thelives of others.Theypoint to a heartthat
isselfish,callous,insensitive,possessiveanddefensive.They
point directly to theblack holeof thefalseself.

AccordingtoJesus,holinessis baseduponthesizeof
one'sheart,uponlove of Godandloveof neighbor.The
morea person’sheartis openandattachedto theneedsand
desiresof thepoor, thehungry,thedisadvantagedand the
oppressed,themorethat personreflectsthe trueself. And
themoreoneexpressestheopenheart’sattachmentin any
form of compassionateintercession,the morethat person
growsin theimageof God.

Jesuschallengesusto movebeyonda “contract

approach"to holiness.Legalisticconcernsaboutobeying
lawsandcommandmentsarenot enough.To those
Galatians,temptedto placetheir religiousjustificationon

the fulfillment of thelaw of circumcision,Paulwrote:
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You who want to be justified by thelaw havecut yourselves
off from Christ,you havefallenawayfrom grace.For
throughtheSpirit, by faith, we eagerlywait for thehopeof
righteousnessFor in ChristJesusneithercircumcisionnor
uncircumcisioncountsfor anything:theonly thing that
countsis faith working throughlove For you werecalled
to freedom,brothersandsisters;only do not useyour
freedomasanopportunityfor self-indulgence,but through
love becomeslavesto oneanotherFor thewhole law is

summedup in a singlecommandment.“You shall love your
neighborasyourself."(5:4-6.13-14)

Thespiritualcenterof theChristianis within, not

without. It is theheart,not thecommandments.Putanother
way,we followersof Christarechallengedtostretchthesize

of our heartsto matchthat of theGod in whoseimageand
likenesswe weremade And the tender,loving,
compassionateheartof Abba isasbig asthewholeworld

TheChinesecharactershiang.meaning"to think" or "to

ponder,’offersan interestinginsight for thosewho reflect
uponthepastday'seventsduringanexaminationof
conscienceor w hoarepreparingfor theSacramentof
Reconciliation.Thecharacterconsistsof the ideogram“to
inspect"placedabovetheideogramfor “the heart.”The
picturespeaksa thousandwords,doesn'tit? Perhapswe
spendtoo muchlime lookingat ourobservanceof the law
andfail to inspectthequality of our hearts.

In theChristianlife charity takesprecedenceandis the
goalof anyexternalconformity to laws. “Love is the
fulfilling of thelaw’ (Romans13:10).It incorporatesall the
teachingsof Jesusand keepseverythingin perspective.
Charity is theonevirtue uponw hich we will be judged(see

Matthew25:31-46).In thewordsof FranciscanMargaretof
Cortona.“The wayof salvationis easy.It isenoughto love'
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Hospitality

Hospitality Is a concreteway we stretchthesizeof our
hearts.It is animportantwitnesstoourconvictionthatGod
is “our" Fatherandweareall onefamily. Through
hospitality—in word,action,silence—I canconveytoothers
thesimplefact that thereis room in my life for them

Suchhospitalitywasoneof the uniquecharacteristicsof
theearliestexpressionof theFranciscanideal Francis
acceptedanyoneandeveryonewhocameto thefraternity.
All werewelcomed.Therewasroomfor everybody:rich and
poor,nobleandpeasant;cleric,uneducatedandlay.

Chaptersevenof theRuleof 1221challengedFrancis'
followers to extendthatsamehospitalityto everyperson
whomtheyencountered.“Whoevercomesto them,friendor
foe, thief or robber,shouldbereceivedwith kindness."

Hospitalityalsohasanotherdimension.After we make
room for others,we must thengive thempermissionto be
who they’arewithout lying Hospitality is thehuman
expressionof Gods unconditionalacceptanceof us

TheFranciscantradition hasa profoundrespectfor the
individuality of eachperson Francisrealizedearlyon that
eachoneof thefriarswasdifferent,unique—with hisowti

gifts, talents,strengthsandweaknesses.Thal is why both
FrancisandClarewerevery hesitantto legislatespecific
devotions,fastsandrules.They realizedthateveryonewas
not like them.And with thefew rulesthat theydid legislate,
thesetwosamtsalwaysleft a deliberateloopholetoallow for
anexception.

Whena particularfriar could not maintaintheLenten

fast like theotherbrothersandwascallingout in hungerin
themiddleof thenight.Francisgot up.prepareda mealand

theninvited theentirecommunityto table.Francisdid not
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want thisonefriar to feel embarrassedor guilty for what he

physicallycould not endure.2’Francis'actionis a visible
expressionof the truestmeaningof hospitality:You canbe
who you arebecauseweareall family here.

To proclaimGodas“our” Fatherin prayeris to proclaim
Godas“our” Fatherby thewitnessof our lives. Practically
speaking,that meansrealizingwearebrothersandsistersto

oneanother—andactingaccordingly.It meansstretching
thesizeof our heartsthroughcompassionateintercession,

loveandgracefulhospitality.

The Family of Creation

Francisof Assisi createdspacein his heartfor all
creatures—not just humanbeings.As patronof the
environment,hestill challengesusto extendcompassionate
intercessionandhospitality to all creation:to treatBrother
Air andSisterEarth“courteously,"that is, with respectfor
their integrity and reverencefor their existence.

Whenthefriarswent to theforestfor wood,Francis
askedthemto besureto cut the treesso that theywould be
ableto sproutagain.He commandedthat onepartof the
vegetablegardenbe left unplowedsothathissisters,the
wildflowers,couldgoon growingfreely.Whena brotherran
for waterto put out thefire which wasburningFrancis’
habit,Francissaid,“Brother,do not harmBrotherFire.”26

As theworld continuesto shrink to a global village,
Francisbecomesa symbolof thehumanheartthat is open
not just to our brothersandsistersin the fleshbut also
stretchesto includethefamily of creation:thestars,the

”Ihe story canbe found inCelano’s Second Life 22, Omnibus of Sources, p. 180
The stones can be found in C.elano s First Life 60f Second Life 165f; see also
Legend of Perugia 49-51. Omnibus of Sources.

California redwoods,eventhesmallestof fish swimmingin
SisterStream.As a resultof suchhospitality,Francis
rediscoveredhis rightful placeamid thefamily of creation.

TheGardenof Eden

TheGardenof Edenisa biblical symbolfor theecological
balanceandspiritual harmonythat Godoriginally intended
for creation.From hickory treesto humanbeings,all of
reality formedaneleganttapestrywith eachcreatedthingan
essentialthread.Everythingwasinterrelatedand
interdependent.Intertwinedwithin thisoriginal balanceand
familial harmonywastheawarenessof God'spresence,freely
movingaboutin the“eveningbreeze"(Genesis3:8).

Thewisestewardsof Eden,Adam andEve, tendedthis
gardenwith wonderandaw'e.Theysawtheir Creator
reflectedin the beautifultapestryof creation.

But themomentAdamandEve lookedupon that
profferedapplewith eyesof desire,devoidof originalawe,
everythingchanged.“...|T|hewomansawthat thetreewas...
to bedesiredto makeonewise” (Genesis3:6). Theynow
lookedat creationthroughtheglassesof the falseself,

observingits elementsasspokesfor a wheel,no longer
spokesof a w heel.

Utility replacedchildlike wonder.The mind supplanted
theheart.Manydescendantsof AdamandEve to thisdaydo
not seea treeuntil they haveneedof paper.

Of courseour utilitarianandpragmaticapproachto
naturehasmademiraclesthat,in daysgoneby, would have

beenconsideredworthy only of God.Irrigation has

transformeddesertsandwastelandsinto placesof foliageand
humanhabitation.Technologyandsciencehaveopenedup
the mysteriesof the moonandstarsto thehumanmind.
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Computers,satellites,moderncommunicationsystemsand
transportationhavehelpedthecommunitybettercopewith
thetragediesandnaturaldisastersof theworld Thewonders
of medicalsciencegive hopefor healingdiseasesonce
thoughtincurable.

Suchblessings,however,havecostMother Earthandher

dependentsdearly.Pollution on theearthandin the
atmospherehavegiven birth to urbansmogandacid rain

Someof God'smorefragilecreatureshavedisappeareddue
to thedestructionof naturalhabitats.Migratory patternsof
birds havebeenupsetby industryandconstruction.The
food chain,still theessentialproviderof daily breadfor all
creation,is threatenedby thesyntheticchemicalsdumpedin
rivers,streamsand lakes.The falseself with its oversized
pragmatichandswasanintruderin theGardenof Eden—the
original bull in a chinashop

Now, with somuchchinabroken,whatarewe to do?
ThegreatFranciscantheologian.SaintBonaventure,saw'

in Francisa way of rediscoveringour right relationshipto
the thingsof creation.He portrayedFrancisasa New Adam
who followed thefootprintsleft behindasGod roamedin
the ‘eveningbreeze."Francismadeof creation“a ladderby
which hemight mountupandembraceHim who is
all-desirable."27

But howdowe rediscovercreationasthatladderto God?
How doweclimb it? Rediscoveringcreationasa ladderis not
somethingwe activelydo. Hoping to mastertheproper
techniquebetraystheblindnessof thefalseself It simply
happensasa resultof our contemplationof andhospitality
towardscreation.

Merton hadthisexperienceof walking up the ladderof

Saint Bonaventure.Major Lift 9:1, Omnibusof Sources,p 698.

creationwhile gazingupon theflowersin thenovitiate
chapel:

Beautyof sunlight falling on a tall vaseof redandwhite
carnationsandgreenleaveson thealtarof thenovitiate
chapel.The light anddark.Thedarknessof thefresh,
crinkledflower: light, warmandred.all aroundthedarkness.
Theflower is thesamecolorasblood,but it is in nosense
whatever"asredasblood." Not at all! It is asredasa
carnation.Only that.

This flower, this light, this moment,thissilence:Domtnus
est.Eternity. He passes.He remains.We pass In andout. He
passes.We remain.We arenothing.We areeverything.He is
in us.He is gonefrom us. I Ie is not here.Weareherein
Him.w

Whenwegazeupon themajestyof creationwith the
original wonderandawreof AdamandEve,wearepulledout
of theutilitarian self-centerednessof thefalseself and led
into the presenceof God in which we dwell andwhich
dwellswithin us.“Dominusest.He is in us... We areherein
Him." Contemplativereverencefor creationis oneof the
manyroadsleadingushometo thetrueself.A trueChristian
environmentalist,therefore,championsa form of hospitality
towardscreation:makingroom for natureandallowing it to

bewhat it is. Only thencan we bewho weare,aswell.
Creatureslike giraffesandturnips,in beingwhat the

Creatorintendedthemto be,offer Godglory andprovidea

reminder:The morea creatureis what God intendsit to be,

themoreit is its trueself. Thus,in hissermonto the birds,

Mertonsaid:“Esteemedfriends,birdsof noblelineage.1
haveno messageto you exceptthis: bewhat you are:be
birds.Thusyou will beyour own sermonto yourselves!”29

w Merton.Conjecturesof a Guilty Bystander,pp 1-16-147
10ThomasMerton,Dav of aStranger.ed RobertE Daggy(SaltLakeCity; Gibbs

M Smith.1981).p 51.

•48- •49-



Whenrabbitswerebusily eatingall thevegetablesin
Gethsemani’sgarden,Merton wrote:

You haveto leavetherabbitswhat theyare.rabbits;andif
you just seethat theyarerabbitsyou suddenlyseethat they
aretransparent,andthat the robbitnessof God is shining
throughin all thesedarnrabbits.

And hequickly added,"And that peoplearetransparent,
andthat the humanityof God is transparentin people.’10
Themoresomethingis its trueself, themoreit pointsto the
handsof its Creator,themoreit becomesa reflectionof the
Divine CreationmirrorsGod like a Wisconsinlakereflecting
thesunset.Francissingsof BrotherSun in theCanticleof
Creatures,“He bearsa likenessof you,Most High One.”

Creations reflectionof Divinity doesnot meanwe

cannotusecreationfor our own needs.Creationis, afterall,

God'sgift to us: “See,1 havegiven you everyplant yielding
seedthat is upon thefaceof all theearth,...you shall have
themfor food” (Genesis1:29).EvenFrancismentionsin his
CanticlethatSisterWater “is very useful.”

But “use"doesnot imply “abuse."Stewardshipmeanswe
respectcreationfor whatit is: a gift, a ladder,an intricate
tapestryin w hich we ourselvesarewoven.We respectits
integrity.We don’t unravelthe threads.

Ourchasterespectanduseof creationarefoundedon the
fact that creationis a ladderleadingto God.Creatorand
creationarein suchacloserelationshipthata personcannot
grabfor onewithout violating theother To abuseSister
Wateris to shattera preciousreflectionof God.To ignore
theCreatoris to besuckedinto theblackholeof pragmatism
from which light neveremerges.Thefalseself divides
creaturefrom CreatorThetrueself honorsthatrelationship,
u Thomas Merton. “A Life Free from Care.' CistereWn Studies 3:4 (1070),

p.Ui

ThomasMertononcepersonifiedcreationandgaveit
this voice:

You canuseme,andGodour Fathercreatedme that I might
be usedby you... But in orderto perceivemy goodness,you
must respectmy dignity asa creatureof God. If you seekto
deflowerthe pureintegrity of my being,andtakemeto
yourselfasif I could befully possessedby you,you will
destroyme,andthebeautyGod hasplacedin mewill vanish
out of your hands.Thenyou will haveprofited in no way,
you will losemeanddefile your ownsoul.But if you respect
me,andleavemeasI am,anddo not seekto seizemewith a
full andselfish possession,then1 will bring you joy?1

Suchchastejoy recoverstheoriginal stanceof Adamand
Evein Paradise:wonderandawe.It issadthatcontemporary
societyconsiderssuchemotionsof theheartuselessand
impractical.An attemptto saveanendangeredowl from
anothersuburbanresidentialcommunitycanbean
expressionof hospitalityfor thewider family of creation.It
canbewonderandaweenfleshedin a respectfor creation.
Whensuchapparentlyuselessactsarisefrom a
compassionate,familial heart,they canhelp usclimb
creation’sladderandexperiencethewise“owl-ness"of God.

TheWolf of Gubbio

Accordingto the Little Flowersoj Saint Francis,thetown

of Gubbiowashauntedby a largeandfiercewolf who
devouredboth its animalsandits citizens.So petrifiedwere

thecitizensthat when they journeyedbeyondthewallsof
the town, theyarmedthemselves“as if theyweregoing to

war.”
WhenFrancisvisited Gubbio,he “took pity on the

11 Merton, The Silent Life,p 28
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people’anddecidedto confront thebeast Hopingin the

Lord JesusChrist who is masterof all creatures."thesaint

armedhimself not with shieldor helmetbut with theSignof
theCross.And theLittle Flowerscontinues,“...with hisvery

greatfaith St. Francisbravelywentout to meetthewolf."
Thewolf, spyingthesaint in his territory,chargedwith

mouthwideopen.Francisstoppedthebeastwith theSignof
theCrossandimmediatelyacknowledgedhis relationshipto

thewolf: “Come to me.BrotherWolf. In thenameof Christ,

1 orderyou not to hurt meor anyone."Then,astheanimal
lay at thefeel of Francis,thesaintdeclared:

BrotherWolf, you havedonegreatharmin this region,and
you havecommittedhorriblecrimesby destroyingGod's
creatureswithout any mercy.You havebeendestroyingnot
only irrationalanimals,but you evenhavethe more
detestablebrazennessto kill anddevourhumanbeingsmade
in theimageof God.You thereforedeserveto beput to death
just like theworst robberandmurderer.Consequently
everyoneis right in cryingout againstyou andcomplaining,
andthis wholetown is your enemy But, BrotherWolf. I
want to makepeacebetweenyou andthem,sothat they will
not beharmedby' you anymore,andafter they haveforgiven
you all your pastcrimes,neitherhumansnordogswill
pursueyou any more.51

Thewolf agreedto the peaceinitiative. As a result,the
saint promisedthat thecitizensof Gubbiowould feed the
animaleveryday “for I know that whateverevil you have
beendoingwasdonebecauseof the urgeof hunger."The
pactwassealedby handandpaw.ThereuponFrancisandthe
wolf, “like a very gentlelamb," went to themarketplaceof
thetown wherethetermsof the pactwereagainpublicly
statedandacceptedFrancispledgedhimselfasbondsman
for thebeast.

* Little Flowersoj St Francis21.Omnibusof Sources.p 1349

Thestoryconcludeslike this:

From thatday.thewolf andthe peoplekept the pactwhich
St.Francismade.Thewolf lived two yearsmore,andit went
from door to door for food. It hurt noone,andnoonehurt
it. Thepeoplefed it courteously.And it is astriking fact that
notasingledogeverbarkedat it.

Thenthewolf grewold anddied.And the peoplewere
sorry,becausewheneverit went throughthe town, its
peacefulkindnessandpatienceremindedthemof thevirtues
andtheholinessof St.Francis.,J

Thestoryof the tamingof thewolf of Gubbiobrings
togethermanyof thethemesof thischapter.It is a myth
aboutrediscoveringtheharmoniousbalanceandfamilial
relationshipsin theGardenof Eden,a land wherea sonof
Adamcouldcall a wolf ‘Brother.” Promptedby thesaint's
compassion,themiraclehighlightsthe transformingpower
of loveandintercession.It showshow eventhe mostsavage
anduntamedof beastscanbecomefraternalanddownright
endearing,“like a very gentlelamb."

Thestoryalsorecognizesthat wolveswill be wolves;

hungerw’as thereasonfor BrotherWolfs crime.So Francis
creativelyrestoredthewolf to a morefamilial balancein the
food chain.In theend,this taleshowshow reverenceand
respectcanrestoredignity to a creatureasmangyasa wolf.
And in regaininghisdignity, BrotherWolf becamea ladder
leadingthe townspeopleof Gubbioto theholinessof God.

Whetherit is thefirst chirpof a sparrowemergingfrom
hiseggor thestunnedcry of an infant thrustfrom the
warmthof thewomb,eachis a deliberateandessentialnote

in thelargersymphonyof creation.We canonly enjoy this
musicif wearehospitable:if we makespacefor all our

brothersandsisters,both rationalandirrational,andif we

p 1351
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allow themto be w ho theyare.As a persongetscloserand integrityof creationin my everydaylife? Hasmy useof
closerto home,thetrueself beginsto recognizea welcoming creationbecomeanabuse?
songin theCanadageese,in anearlyafternoonrainbow,in

theinactivevolcanoandin a confusedforeigneraskingfor

directions.

Pointsfor Reflection

Do I allow thesinsof prejudiceanddiscriminationto

tearapartthefamily of humanity?Againstwhom?Why
am I “so different" from them?

What havemy relationshipswith otherstaughtme
aboutmy trueself?

Do I prayfor othersin orderto changeGod’s mind or
to expressmy relationshipwith thefamily of
humanity?

Do 1 takeseriouslymy obligation to stayin touchwith
currenteventsandto intercedefor theproblemsof the
world (famine,war,poverty,unemployment,racial
injustice,incurabledisease,etc.)?

Hasmy sufferinghardenedmy heartor madeit more
compassionate?

Is my spiritualcenterrootedin theinterior law of the
heartor in theexternallaw of thecommandments?

How do I expressa contemplativereverencefor the

•54. -55-



CHAPTER THREE

‘Who Art in Heaven’

M yUnited Airlines flight wasapproachingTokyo’s
NaritaAirport. It wasa clear,beautifulmorning.
I nonchalantlylookedout of theleft sideof the

planeand thereit was:Mount Fuji!
Wide-openedeyesfilled with wonder My heartfocused

in silentawe.A touchof heavenon earth,I thought,a
masterpieceof God. My interior beingmovedtowards
adoration:“All praisebe yours,my Lord."

And then1 chuckled,filled with awe.
All my life 1 had hada curiousfascinationfor

photographsand picturesof Mount Fuji—its mysterious
beauty,its snowcappedgrandeur.But my experienceof
Mount Fuji showedmeimmediatelyhow far off themark the
photographersandartistshadbeen

Perhapsof all createdreality,nothingpointsmore

directly to the transcendenceof God thanmountains.No

wondertheyarea frequentsymbol in spiritualand mystical
literature.In primitive societiesmountainswerealways
believedto be the homeof thegods

Within our ownJudeo-Christiantradition.Mount Sinai

wasthe placewheretheglory of the Lord settled(Exodus

24:16)andwhereGod gaveMosestheTenCommandments
(Exodus19:16-25).Mount Tabor wasthe mountainof Jesus’
transfiguration(Mark 9:2-8).TheMount of Oliveswasthe
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placeof Jesus'betrayal(Matthew26:30).In the Leiter to the

Hebrews,thebeautifuleschatologicallinageof Mount Zion

is called the“city of the living God"whereJesus,theangels
and thesoulsof the just madeperfectareall gathered
together(12:22-24).By their very nature,mountains

proclaimtheawesomeand tremendouspowerof God, the
“other worldliness"of the Divine, thefact that we havea

Lather"who lives in heaven."
Whenwe locatethe presenceof God “in heaven"in the

Lord’s Prayer,we areadmittingthetotally incomprehensible
natureof theDivine presence.Quotingfrom theFirst Letter
of Timothy (6:16),FrancissaysthatGod “dwells in light
inaccessible."14And in his First Rule.Francissaysthat God
is theOne“without beginningandwithout end.he is

unchangeable,invisible, indescribableandineffable,

incomprehensible,unfathomable,blessedandworthy of all
praise,glorious,exalted,sublime,most high...."15

Our wordsand imagesstagger,wobbleandstumble.No
word or imagecanaccuratelydescribethis ineffable,

unfathomableandincomprehensibleGod who lives “in
heaven."Our presumptuousattemptsto nameor describe
Godend in frustration TheCloudof Unknowingsays,“God
canbe loved.Godcannotbethought."For theepigraphof
his fifth book of poetry.The Tearsof the Blind Lions, Merton
quotesthesewordsof Leon Bloy, “When thosewho loveGod
try to talk aboutHim. theirwordsareblind lionslooking for
springsin thedesert."

Not havinghada fatherfor most of my life. I amdeeply
attractedto theimageof GodasAbba.But I haveto
continuallyremind myself thatGod is somuchmorethan
what theword fathersignifies.That imagedoesnot

54 Admonition I . Omnibusof Sourto.p 78
” ibid , Ruk of 1221,23, p. 52

•58«

encompassthe totality of theDivine reality.
It is like saying.“Eddie is a musician."It might put mein

theballpark.It pointslike an arrow in a particular
direction—but that'sit! It doesnot really tell mewho Eddie
is. Nor doesit describeexactlywhat hedoessinceEddieis
alsoa friend anda priest.

In thesameway,God is Father.But God is alsoMother
Neitherof theseparentalmetaphorssayseverythingthereis
tosayaboutthenatureof Divinity. Theyfocusourattention
on just oneDivine trait and.asa result,candistort the
Divine nature.Like thesevenblind menwhoeachtoucheda
different partof theelephant’sbodyandthenthoughttheir
particulardescriptionof theanimalwasadequate,we think
our imagesfor Goddescribetherealityof the Divine. But
theydon’t. As a matterof fact, whenwe think we have
discoveredthe perfectimagefor God.we haveactually
discoveredthedonkey’shitchingpost.I suspectwe shallall
want to laugh in awewhenwe meetGod faceto face,like I
did on seeingMount Fuji in person.

Justastheelephantis not just the tusk, thetail or the
floppy ears,soGod is not just Fatheror Mother—or anyone

image.Thereforethenegationof anyimageof God is also
very true. In thewordsof MeisterEckhart,“Only thehand
that erasescanwTite the true thingaboutGod.” In theend,

languageis bothastraitjacketanda miragebeforetheDivine

presence.

Idolatry

In theopeningstanzasof his poem"Theoryof Prayer."

ThomasMertonaddressesthe inability of humanlanguage

andart to expressGod'selusivenature:

Not in thestreets,not in thewhite streets
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Nor in thecrowdedporticoes
Shall wecatchYou in our words.
Or lock You in thelensesof ourcameras.
You Who escapedthesubtleAristotle,
Blinding usby Your evidence.
Your tooclearevidence.Your everywhere

For the thingsthat we utter turn andbetrayus.
Writing the namesof oursinson fleshandbone
In lightsashardasdiamonds.
And thethingswe think havesold usto theenemy
Writing the namesof oursinson theraw marrow
In lightsassharpasglass 36

The momentwe think we havecapturedGod in an
image,metaphoror description,then“the thingsthat we
utter turn andbetrayus."We becomeidolaterslike the
ancientIsraelites.

In Exodus32 theIsraelitesworshipa goldencalf.Some
Scripturescholarshavesuggestedthat thesin hereis not

worshipof a man-madeobjectbut in thinking that thereality
of Yahwehcould be containedin somethingbuilt of human
hands:

He took thegold from them,formedit in a mold,andcastan
imageof acalf; andtheysaid,"Theseareyourgods.O Israel,
whobroughtyou upoutof thelandof Egypt!” (Exodus32:4)

God refusesto becomeanobjectwhich canbecontained
by thehumanmind—whetherthat’sa gold calf or a literary-
image.God lives in heaven!Goddwellsin light inaccessible.
God is indescribable,ineffable,unfathomable,
incomprehensible.God is like theair we breathe:We can
nevergraspit in our hands.God is like thehorizon:We can
nevertakein its length in onesingleglance.God is like the
universewith its black holesandquasars:We will never

Menon, 'Theory of Prayer," inIhr Collected Poem* of Thomas Merton
pp 179-180
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comprehendit. Indeed,it is anarrogantpresumptionon the
partof thefalseself to think thatGodcanbecaptured,
photographed,containedor describedGod is God: totally
other,totally transcendent.As Merton aptly addressedGod.
“Your everywhere.”

In a very raredescriptionof hisown prayer.Merton
confessedto Abdul Aziz, a Sufi scholarwith whom hehad
beencorresponding,that he neverimaginedor conceiveda
preciseimageof God duringhis personalprayer,“for to my
mind thiswould bea kind of idolatry." Mertoncontinued,
"On thecontrary,|my prayer]is a matterof adoringHim as
invisible andinfinitely beyondourcomprehension,and
realizingHim asall.”57

Mertononcedefinedidolatryastakingsomeexternal
sign,objector conceptandmakingit anabsolutearound
which a personsentirespiritualenergyis devotedand
consecratedThis replacesDivine reality. It becomesanend
in itself Theobjector sign thusbecomesan opaqueglass
which cannotbe penetratedratherthan,asit shouldbe.a
window into a deeperreality 38

Povertyof Spirit

MeisterEckhartoncewrote.“It is possibleto be sopoor’
thatonedoesnot even'havea God.'” What hemeantis that
thepoor in spirit haveabandonedall menialimagesof God
Whenthepoorin spirit pray,theyconsistentlyrenounceany

imageor metaphorbecausethey-, like Merton,want to avoid

37 Thomas Merlon, letter to Abdul .Aziz, dated January 2. 1966. in The Hidden
Ground of lore The Letter* of Thomas Merton on Religious Leper tenrr and
Social Concern*. cd William H Shannon (New York Farrar. Straus &
Giroux. 1985).p 63-M

*Thomas Merton, Si Augustine' (KansasCity. Mo Credence Cassettes) tape

AA 2236
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all temptationtowardsidolatry.
Suchastancein the life of prayerrevealsa profound

realismandpoverty.It constantlysmashesthegoldencalves
in which thefalseself attemptsto containtheliving God.

Thoughlanguageis crippledbeforethereality of the
Divine, it doeshaveits place.As Mertonsays:“God risesout

of thesealike a treasurein thewaves,andwhen language
recedeshis brightnessremainson theshoresof our own
being."19Words,imagesandmetaphorspoint in the
directionof home,to theinteriorshorewhereGoddwells.
Yet. like thetide which recedesonceit washesashore,my
imagesanddescriptionsfor GodshouldrecedesoI canfully
experiencetheDivine presenceleft behind.Only with the
“poverty" of awe-filledsilenceandanemptymind canI truly
experiencethetreasurewhichalreadyshinesbrightly within
me.

The transcendentGod who lives “in heaven"is theGod
of theChristian,theJew.theMoslem.Thesethreegreat
world religionsall sharethesameoneGod andhavea deep
respectfor Divine transcendence.I rememberwatching
Moslemsin Cameroon.WestAfrica, astheypulledout their
prayermats,facedMeccaandbegantheir prostrationsand
prayersto Allah. Moslemshavea tremendousawarenessof
Allah's presencein their livesanda deeprespectfor his
transcendence—and they publicly call that to mind several
timesaday.

But it waswhile visiting a patientnamedIridizo in the
hospitalrun by theFranciscansistersin thevillageof
Shisongthat 1 alsorealizedthegreatdifferencebetween
ChristianityandIslam.

Black MoslemIndizo hada lol of questionsto askthe

Thomas Merton. Thoughts tn Soitiutie (New York Farrar. Straus, and Cudahy
1958).p 86
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visiting white priest from farawayAmerica:“Is it really true
thatin your countryyou havemachinesthat maketheair in

buildingscold?Why would you everwant to do that?And
w hy doyou needsomanydifferent kindsof cars?”

After we discussedeverythingfrom air-conditioningto
theAmericanfascinationwith theautomobile,our
conversationinevitably turnedto the thorny topicof
religion. I wassurprisedat Indizo’sdirectness:“When we
Moslemsget togetherto pray,wearevery respectfultowards
Allah. We prayon specialmats.We kneeland bow We love
Allah dearlyand weshowthat by theway we pray.But you
Catholicsaresodifferent.1 went to oneof your servicesand
wasshockedto seepeopleturningaroundandshaking
hands.How doyoushowreverenceandrespectfor theGreat
CompassionateOnew heneveryoneisshakinghands?"

Iridizo'squestionheightenedthe fundamentaldifference
betweenMoslemsandChristiansFor Moslems.Allah lives
in heavenandmustbeshownrespectandreverence.For
thosewho professfaith in Jesus,however,thetranscendem
God who lives in heavenhas,in thewordsof theFourth
Gospel,“becomefleshandlived amongus"(John1:14).This
is thegreatChristianinsight:TheGodof theheavenshas
comedown to earthm humanflesh Incarnation*

In themiracleof Christmas.Godenteredtheonething
thatcancontainineffableDivine reality: thetabernacleof
humanflesh Toborrowtheimageryfrom SaintPaul,thereis

a precioustreasurefound in theclay vesselof humanflesh
(see2 Corinthians4:7).

Godsembraceof thebodyatChristmasandatJesus
resurrectionon Eastermorningaretwo dramaticevents

which radicallyaffirm thegoodnessandsanctityof human

flesh.Traditionalpiety hasoftenattemptedto evadePauls

challengingreminder.“...IDjo you not know that your body
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is a templeof theHoly Spirit within you?” (1 Corinthians
6:19).Unfortunately,someChristiansstill look at flesh and

bloodasinstrumentsof thedevil and threatsto a persons
spiritual life.

WhentheGodwho lives in heavenbecametheGodof
humanflesh,theenspiritedflesh of everyhumanbeingwas

consecratedandsacramentalized.As Merton writes:

For in becomingman.God becamenotonlyJesusChrist but
alsopotentiallyeverymanandwomanthateverexisted.In
Christ,God becamenot only “this" man,but also,in a
broaderandmoremysticalsense,yet no lesstruly, "every
nun’*

TheSacramentof My Neighbor

Becauseour Fatherwho livesin heavenhastakenon
fleshandblood,we Christiansarechallengedto adopta
deeplycontemplativevision of eachother.Wearecalledto

look beyondthesuperficialappearancesof makeupand
hairstyles,to seeandreverencein our neighboranother
dwelling placefor the Divine, anothertempleof theHoly
Spirit, anotherIncarnation.

Yuri Gagarinwasthefirst Sovietcosmonautto orbit the
earthin 1961.Upon his return,hehelda newsconferencein
which hearrogantlyproclaimed,“Comrades.1 havecircled
far abovetheearthandhavediscoveredthat thereis no God
in heaven."Thestorygoesthat a RussianOrthodoxpriest
immediatelystoodupandsaid,“Sir, you will neverfind God
in heavenunlessyou first find God hereon earth."

That is thegreattestof spirituality for our times.1 failed
the teston GoodFriday1981.

1 hadjust finishedshoppingat HermannsSporting

40
Merlon, New Seeds oj Contemplation, pp 294-295

Goodsin downtownChicago.Sinceit wasgettingnearone
oclock, the time theGood FridayServicewasto begin.1
would haveto walk fast toget to thechurchon time As 1 left
thestoreandstarteddown thestreet,a beggarapproached
mefor a handout.“Hey. Mister, how abouta quarterfor
somefood?1 haven'teatenin two days."1 could tell by the
alcoholon hisbreaththathewastelling meonly a half-truth
I pretendednot to noticehim andquickly steppedup my
pace.After all, I hadto get to churchon time

But after1 hadwalkedaboutthirty yards,someihingtold
meto turn around I lookedover my shoulderandfrozein

my tracks TherewasJesusstandingw herethebeggarhad
been.And thoughthestreetwascrowdedand I wasthirty
yardsaway,1 heardJesuswhispereversoclearly.“Albert,

you couldn’t give mea quarter?Not eventoday—on Good
Friday?"

OnGoodFriday19811encounteredGodin thefleshand
I failed the test To confineGod to an imageor metaphoris
idolatry; to ignoreGod in my neighboris blasphemy.

A whole traditionof spiritualityemphasizestheneedto

becomeawareof thesacramentof my neighbor Martin of
Toursgavehalf hiscloak to a beggarwho, thatsamenight,
appearedto thesaint in a dreamasChrist himself.Benedict
of Nursiabeginschapter53of his Rule,“The Receptionof
Guests,"with the unequivocaldeclaration:“All guestswho
presentthemselvesareto bewelcomedasChrist,for he
himself will say:T wasastrangerandyou welcomedme.”

Augustineof Hipposays,“Do not grieveor complainthat
you wereborn in a time whenyou canno longerseeGodm

the flesh He did not in fact takethis privilegefrom you As

hesays,'Whateveryou havedoneto theleastof my brothers,

you did to me” Bonaventuresuggeststhat Francisof Assisi’s

earlyministry to the leperswasa direct resultof thesaints
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devotionto theCrucifiedChrist whowasoften portrayedin

medievalart asa leper.41A fourteenth-centurytext quotes

Francisasreferringto thelepersas“my Christianbrothers
which, for thesaint,wasequivalentto “my brothersin
Christ."42In anessayon love, Merton wroteexplicitly:

Any prisoner,anystarvingman.anysickor dying man.any
sinner,anymanwhatever,is to be regardedasChrist—this is

theformal commandof theSavior Himself. .. Our faith is

given usnot to seewhetheror not our neighboris Christ,but
to recognizeChrist in hnnand to helpour love makeboth
him andourselvesmorefully Christ/*'

Surprisingly,theChristianScripturesappeareagerto
highlight the many timesthat Christ hasnot been
recognizedMatthew basesthefinal eschatologicaljudgment
upontherecognitionof Christ in thepoorandneedy:“lF]or

I washungryandyou gavemeno food ." (25:42-46).At the
tombon Eastermorning,Mary meetsthe RisenChristand
mistakeshim for a gardener(John20:1118).The two

discipleson the road to Emmaustakethe RisenChrist to be
an uninformedstranger(Luke 24:13-35).And then thereis
thecaseof Saul:

"Saul,Saul,why do you persecuteme?"He asked,"Who are
you.Lord?" The reply came,"I amJesus,whom you are
persecuting.”(Acts9:4-5)

TheAnnunciationsof Daily Life

HasidicJewsbelievethat angelsenterour livesone
hundredtimesa day.Eachday,theysay,eachof us
experiencesonehundredmessengersof theDivine

*' Mapw Life 1.6. Omnihus of Souhcs. p 6W
*' Ibid , Minor n/ Perfettum 56. p IMH

Thomas Merlon. The Power and Meaning of Love." in Disputed Qu<mh»is
(New York: Farrar, Siraus Sr Giroux. 1060), pp 124-125
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Fromthis Hasidicpoint of view, theamazingthingis not
that theangelGabrielenteredMary'slife, but thatMary
recognizedthisannunciationof God (Luke 1:26-38)Mary
wasa greatcontemplative,intenselyfocuseduponeach
individual whoenteredher life. Shelookedbeyondtheveil
of humanflesh andofferedhospitalityto eachpersonasa
messengerof theDivine.Shewasa womantotally awarethat
everyonesheencounteredwasa God-bearer.Like the Indian
painterJaminiRoy,shebelieved,“Everyonewhocomesto
my housebringsGod into it.” Like a Zen master,shewas
wide awake.Shewasliving in the present.Fromsucha
stance,shediscoveredtheannunciationsof daily life, the
epiphanyof thenow, thesacramentof her neighbors.

During my first yearof ministry asa deaconat St.Jude's
Parish,New Lenox, Illinois, my frustrationmusthavebeen
quiteevident.Most professionalministerslearnsooneror
later that theprimary focusof ministry is people,not paper
But that wasa hard lessonfor me.

1 rememberSisterMarciaaskingme how' I wasadjusting
to ministerial life “in the real world." I told herit wasmuch
tougherthan1 would haveeverimagined.I complainedhow
everytime I sat in my office to beginworkingon theSunday
homily or my adulteducationpresentation,inevitably the
phonerang,someoneknockedat my door,or 1 got

sidetrackedwith somebodyneedingsomething1 didn’t ever

seemto makeanyheadwaywith all thestuff piling upon my
desk.

Marcia’sresponsewasdownrightpractical.“Remember.
Albert, God nevermakesanappointment!”

Incarnationis not only thebasicChristianinsight but

alsothe basicministerialpriority. TheGodwho lives in

heavenhastakenon humanflesh.And thatGod hasthe

terriblehabit of alwaysbeinginconvenient.
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Annunciationsoccurwhenwe leastexpectthem.Weall

needto heedMeisterEckhart'sadviceto asinnerwhoasked

for a way to makeup for lost time in thespiritual life: “Be in

all thingsa God-seekerandat all timesa God-finder,among
all kindsof peopleand in all kindsof circumstances

Amnesiaof ihe Present

To bea God-seekerdemandsthat we beawakeandalert
to thehereandnow.Tragically,manyof ussuffer from what
Merton calls"amnesiaof thepresent."44

Many peoplehavelost touchwith thepresentmoment

becausetheypreferto live in thepast.Theyareforever
mulling overyesterday—eitherregrettingit, analyzingit or
glorifying it with nostalgia.Sentimentality,regretandguilt
arethepriceswe paywhen thefalseself lives yesterday
today.

Otherpeoplearcalwaysjumpingaheadto thefuture:
anxiousaboutnext weekend,planningnext month,

wonderingaboutnext year.With antacidsin their pockets
and ulcersin their stomachs,they racetowardstomorrow!
Anxiety andworry arethe priceswe pay when the falseself
lives tomorrowtoday.

Anthony DeMello,S.J.,comparedourdaily predicament
to that of a personwho,at thevery beginningof the
symphony,suddenlyrealizeshe haslockedhiscarkeysin

theautomobile.Anxiety dividesthe person’sawarenessand
freezeshim in a semiconsciousstate.He is unableto enjoy
themusicunfoldingbeforehim becausehis worry has
returnedhim to theparkinglot. He is filled with regret.Heis
alsoworriedaboutwhat will happenafter theconcert.Who

4 Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation p 106

will hecall? How muchwill it cost?Thepersonisstuck,
straddlingthemoment:unableto enjoy the present;unable
to fix the past,unableto hastenthefuture.

Influencedby hisstudyof Zen.Mertoncameto a deep
appreciationfor theimportanceof the presentmoment:

Reality is theadmissionof presenceWe makereality in so
far aswe consentto be presentin asituation,that is tosay,
fully presentin a situation The reasonwhy this particular
situationis real is thatweareall here This is what makesil
not only a realsituationbut a savingsituation ”
l-ater in thesamelecture,Mertonstatedthat much

sufferingoriginatesin our lack of attentionto thepresent.
Convincedthat therealactionis “someplaceelse."we rarely
experiencejust this particularmoment,pregnantwith its
own annunciationsWe arc not wherewe really are.And so,

like themanat thesymphony,we can'tenjoy themusicthat
surroundsus.

TheSacramentof theHereand Now

Ourschizophrenicexistenceof beingin oneplaceand
wantingto be in anotheris aidedandabettedby our
traditionaldichotomybetweenthesecularand thesacred,

thenaturaland thesupernatural.ThisWesterndualistic
thinking canleadto theview that God mustbeelsewhere
sincenothingworthy of theDivine canbe found in the
ordinary,presentmoment.As Merton notes:

...welend io think that nothingin man'sordinarylife is
reallysupernaturalexceptsayingprayersandperforming
piousactsof onesortor another,piousactswhich derive
their valuepreciselyfrom the fact that they rescueus.

45 Thomas Merton, -Solitude and Resurrection’ (Kansas City. Mo Credence
Cassette*).tape AA 2100
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momentarily,from theordinaryroutineof life.*’

Dualistic thinking belittles“the ordinaryroutineof life.’
sometimesofferinga falsesenseof controlandsecurity.By

dividing, categorizingandcompartmentalizing,it makes

realityseemmanageable.Everythingbecomesordered
Everythinghasits determinedplace.“God is up there.I am
down here YesterdayI did that.Tomorrow1 will do this.’
The falseself canthensit backasa proudmasterandgaze

uponthecastleit hasbuilt with fine theoreticaldistinctions.
But this houseof cardscollapseswhenconfrontedwith

theIncarnation.Finely ordereddistinctionscannotmake
senseof theawesomerealityof God-made-flesh,of Divinity-
on-earth.TheIncarnationfrustratesthe thinking processof
thefalseself by revealingthesacredm thesecular,the
godlikeself.Christ in us.The pig penof themind suddenly
becomesa burden,andoneis challengedtostartthejourney'
backhometo thesacramentof thehereandnow.

Mertonsown journeyasacontemplativewitnessesto the
integrationwhich occursasa personreturnshome.
Monasteryandworld comeinto dialogue.Spirit andfleshare
equallyrespected.Humanityis experiencedasasacramentof
theDivine.Christianspiritualmaturitybeginsw henthewall
dividing thesacredfrom thesecularcomesdown Or to put
it moreaccurately,whenonerealizesthereis no wall in the
first place’ Explaininghisoccasionaldispleasurewith
mysticalliteraturethat is “completelyout of touchwith
ordinarylife,” Mertonw'rote in a letter toJohnC H Wu,
“mysticism flourishesmostpurely right in themiddleof the
ordinary."47

While in mainlandChinain 1991,1 hada Chinese

* Merlon.Cmjertumof a Guilty Bystander.p 81
Merton,letter toJohnC H Wu,datedDecember12, 1961.in TheHidden
Groundof Lmr.pp.620-621.
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calligraphermakea scroll bearinganoft-repeateddictum of
my Zen teacher:“After enlightenment,do the laundry."A
moreaccuraterenderingof the teachingwould havebeen,
“Enlightenmentis doingthe laundry.” Or perhapsthemost
accurate,“Do laundry."

To returnhomeis to returnto thesacramentof thehere
and now whereAbba waits. It is to breakthroughthelie of
dualismwith its schizophrenicanxiety.Il is to experience

union with God, thegodlikeself,Christ in us.This
experienceis a rediscoveryof what is within: “ 1111 is no
longer1 wholive, but it isChrist who livesin me"(Galatians
2:20).It isalsoa rediscoveryof whatis without: “In |God|we
live andmoveand haveour being" (Acts 17:28a)

To be precise,thereis no “within" or "without.” Thereis
only Christ, the"fullnessof him who fills all in all"
(Ephesians1:23).No wonderCatherineof Sienacouldslate

unabashedly,"All theway to heavenis heaven"

‘Nothing Left to Do‘

Like theprodigalson,somepeoplelosesight of what
theyalreadyhaveandwanderoff. They then turn the
journeyhome,theawarenessof beingrootedin God,into a
project,a task,a hobby.In a very pragmaticway. theysetout

with tacklebox andbait in theconfidenthopeof reelingtn

God.Theydevelopstrategiesand techniques.They talk
aboutdegreesanddistinguishstagesasbenchmarksof

progress.But thisapproach,steepedin thedualismof the
falseself,completelymissesthemostobviousreality:We

alreadyhavewhat we desperatelywant.

In oneof hisSundayafternoonlecturesto the monksof

Gcthsemant.Merlon said that realspiritualgrowth simply
meansbeingmoredeeplycentered“in one’sown reality—
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one’sown rootednesswhich is God."Sucha reality is “too

simple,too nearand too real." Hecontinued:

Becauseit’s sosimple,wecomplicateit in orderto have
somethingto do.We inventall thesefunny waysof talking
aboutthe thingandthenit getsto bea greatprojectandyou
get lost in this projectandforget thesimplereality which is

alwaysthere.*8

To beata deadhorse:Thegracedunion betweenGodand
a humanbeingis completelynaturalandalreadypresent.It

is what makesuswho weareright now.Wesimply needto

becomeawareof it. We simply needto comebackhomeor,

asMerton put it, to find “the happinessof beingat onewith
everythingin that hiddengroundof Love for which there
canbenoexplanations."*$

Union with “that hiddengroundof Love" is presentedin
John'sGospelasJesus'final prayerandlegacyto his
disciples:“I pray,Abba,that thelove with which you loved
memay bein them"(seeJohn17:20-26).It is the
constitutiverealityof humanexistence.As the fifteenth¬
centurymarriedsaint.Catherineof Genoa,exclaimedfrom
herown experience.“My meis God!" A persondoesnot go
in searchof that union.Onesimply needsto become
consciousof whatonealreadyhas.Mertondescribesthat
realizationwith a startlingparadox:

In a Zen koansomeonesaid thatanenlightenedmanis not
onewhoseeksBuddhaor finds Buddha,but simply an
ordinaryman who hasnothingleft to do Yet merestoppingis

not arriving. To stopis tostaya million milesfrom it andto
do nothingis to missit by thewholewidth of the universe.

As for arriving,whenyou arriveyou areruined Yet how

Thomas Merlon. 'Spiritual Direction' (Kansas City. Mo.: Credence
Cassettes), tape AA 2137
Menon letter to Amiya Chakravarty, dated April 13. 1967. in The Hidden
Ground of Love,p 115.

dosethesolutionis: how simpleit would beto havenothing
moreto do if only—onehadreally nothingmoreto do.The
manwho is unripecannotgel there,no matterwhat hedoes
or doesnotdo.But theripe fruit falls out of thetreewithout
eventhinkingaboutit. Why?The manwho is ripediscovers
that therewasneveranythingto bedonefrom thevery
beginning,50

ChristianmysticsandZen mastershavecontinually
remindedus that,from thebeginning,all is one Original
unity. The mysticismof theordinary.Thesacramentof the
presentmoment.Thereis nothingto getsomewhereelse
becausewealreadyhaveit right here Indeed,there'sno
placelike home As a matterof fact, there'sno placebut
home.

Pointsfor Reflection

Am I soinvestedin my imagesfor God that I commit

idolatry,confusingthe imagefor thereality?Do 1 find
it difficult to let goof themandopenmyself up to

Eckhart's“poverty of spirit"?

Do 1 haveanauthenticallycontemplativevision that
seesin my neighbora sacredvesselof Divinity? Am 1

sensitiveto theannunciationsoccurringin my
everydayroutine?

Do I suffer from "amnesiaof thepresent,"alwaysliving

in the pastor future?Why do I shyawayfrom the

experienceof the presentmoment?

50 Menon,Coe^etturn°l °Gurin Byvlandei. p 258
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Whendo1experiencemy unionwith Mertons"hidden
groundof Love”?

CHAPTER FOl R

• 74-

‘Hallowed Be Thy Name'

Iwasnamed’Albert" altermy grandfather.Within hours
after my baptism,however,anelderlyUrsulinenun
pronouncedmy namein hernativeFrench:“Al-bear“—with no"l" pronounced.It wasasmashhit! “So unique,so

different," theshoesalesmanof Russiandescentandhiswife
thought.Somy parentsdecidedto adopt theFrench
pronunciation.

Growingup. I developeda "thing" aboutmy name.I
liked theway it sounded.It setmeapart.It alsohadanair of
sophisticationthatoccasionallyfed my falseself. And it s
beenthesourceof a laughor two. When I first introduce
myself,peopleoften reply, “Nice to meetyou.FatherAl."
And 1 alwayshaveto tell them,“No. It sFatherAl-bear—like
TeddyBear.’" I’ve stoppedcountingthenumberof letters
I ve receivedaddressedto “FatherAl Bear."Ah, thepriceof
sophistication!

Namesarepreciousandsacred.Indeed,a person’s
relationshipto usisexpressedin thenameheor shecallsus.
A namecanthrobwith intimacywhenusedbysomeonewho
lovesus.(My motheris theonly persononearthwhocanget

awaywith callingmeher “SugarPie.”)Or a namecanbea

formal meansof addressrepletewith all appropriatehonor
andrespect.(“Mrs. Jones,""ArchbishopLyke," “Your
Holiness.")
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Peoplesometimesaskour permissionto addressusin a

personalway.Thefirst questionmy neweyedoctorasked

mewas."Father,may I call you by your first name?"I am
sometimesa bit surprisedwhensomeoneI havenevermet

beforejust presumesthat level of intimacy,for namesare

special Theyshouldbepermittedtosuggestandexpressthe
appropriatelevel of familiarity, depthof relationshipandthe
intensityof intimacy.

Accordingto theHebrewScriptures,nameandexistence
arecloselyassociated.To haveno nameis to haveno

existencein reality.To havea nameis to haveanexistence.

And to knowa nameis to haveknowledgeanda relationship
with thatperson.

With this in mind, we canseehow theuseof the
different namesof Godat different pointsin timesuggesta
closerandcloserrelationshipbetweenGodandGod’s
people.As Godgetsdoserto thechosenpeople.God reveals
moreandmoreof theDivine identity in theholy name.
Intimacy is expressedthroughknowledgeof thename

Up to thelime of Abraham.God is knownas“Elohim -
But to thepatriarchsGod is known by theobscuretitle “El
Shaddai."

God revealedto Mosesa new name It wasconsideredso
sacredthat theJewsneverwrote thenew namein full. They
wroteonly its four consonants.“YHWH"; thusit wasnever
pronounced.Theysubstitutedthemoredistant“Adonai" in

public reading.
Therevelationof this Divine nameoccurredat the

burningbushm Exodus3. Merton calls it "oneof themost
importanttextsin theBible."51

" Thomas Merlon. Seasonsof Celebration Meditations on theCytleof Litarpial
Feans(New York: Farrar Straus& Giroux. 1950).p 192

But Mosessaid to God."If I cometo the Israelitesandsayto
them.TheGodof yourancestorshassentme to you,’ and
theyaskme. What is his name?-whatshall I sayto them?’
Godsaidto Moses.“I amwhoi am." Hesaidfurther,"Thus
you shallsay to the Israelites.‘1 am hassentme to you “ God
alsosaidto Moses."Thusyou shallsayto the Israelites.’The
Lotto, theGodof yourancestors,theGodof Abraham,the
Godof Isaac,andtheGodof Jacob,hassentmeto you '

This is my nameforever.
andthis my title for all generations.(3:13-15)

Accordingto theHebrewmentality.Mosesknowledgeof
theholy namewould serveasproof to theIsraelitesof his
directexperienceof thisGod And knowledgeof theDivine
namealsomeanta relationship.

Jesusalsointroduceda new namefor God: “Abba." This
name,suggestingintenseintimacyandalmostscandalous
familiarity, sentshockwavesthroughtraditionalJudaism.It
spokeof a uniquerelationshipwith God unparalleledin its

time. Thescandalof this new namedrovethefirst nail on
GoodFriday.

From thebiblical perspective,theDivine namehasa
sacramentalquality.God is presentin theholy name Every¬
time I say"Abba." 1 becomeawareof Abba'spresence
surroundingmeanddwellingwithin me Thus1 do not say-
God’snameflippantly or absent-mindedly.TheDivine name
is weightedwith theDivine presence.It mustbe"hallowed"—
kept holy.

Francisof Assisisingsin his Canticleof Creaturesthat
God is sogloriousthat"nooneis worthy to mentionyour
name."Thefirst dimensionof hallowingthenameof God.
then,is to recognizeGod’svery presencein thename That’s

whatwedowhenwesay“hallowedbethy name"in the
Lord'sPrayer.

Thespontaneousresponseto thepresenceof God in the
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proclamationof thenameisawe-filledadoration 1 openup
my entirebeingto theGod whoseunconditionallove not

only fills theuniversein everywaybut alsois thevery heart
of my existence.

But thereis a second—andsobering—dimensionto

hallowing theDivine name It meansrecognizingmy own

presenceand what thatmeansbeforea loving God.Here

arisesoneof thegreatparadoxesof thespiritual life.
God,throughJesus,invitesmeto call him “Abba " Now

callingGod “Abba" is like meetingthePresidentof the
UnitedStatesandhavinghim say.“Call meBill.” Or meeting
thePopeandhavinghim say,“Call me Karol.” A tension

immediatelyemergesbetweenfeelingunworthyand,at the
sametime,wantingto accepttheinvitation to intimacy.

In keepingGodsnameholy, 1 experiencetheparadox
betweentheawe-inspiringpresenceof Godandmy awful
unworthiness,betweentheadorationof theDivine presence
andtheabominationof my sinful presence.Adorationand
abominationwalk hand-in-handThisparadoxgivesbirth to

thevirtueof humility.

Humility

Humility comesfrom theLatin word humusw hich means
“dirt" or “ground.” Humility is thevirtue that keepsmy feet
on theground—evenas1comeinto theDivine presenceby
presumingto call God “Abba.” It isa fruit of self-knowledge.
Duringa Holy Week retreatin 1941.beforeenteringthe
Trappists.Merton wrote:

Assoonaswe know ourselvesevena little, we necessarily
becomehumble—or at leastwearehumbled!As soonaswe
knowourselves,weknow our contingencyandour
dependence.To know this, to acceptthis, is to become
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humble... We mustlong to learnthesecretof our own
nothingness....52

Thehumility of sell-knowledgekeepsme from being
puffed up with pride.As Saint Francisusedto say,“What a
manis beforeGod.that heis.and no more.’51And before
God.eachoneof usstandsasan unworthycreaturesteeped
in theinsignificanceof ourown existence.Psalm8saysit so
well:

O Loan,ourSovereign,
how majesticis your nameoverall theearth!

You havesetyour glory abovetheheavens

When1 look al your heavens,thework of your fingers,
themoonandthestarsthat you haveestablished.

whatarehumanbeingsthatyou aremindful of them.
mortalsthat you carefor them?(8:3-4)

To hallow theDivine nameis toaccepttheinsignificance
of my own existence.

But suchhumbleself-acceptance,if it is to beauthentic,

mustbein communionwith reality and truth Authentic
humility facesrealitysquarely..As TheCloud of Unknowing
says.“Peoplearehumblewhentheystandin thetruth with a
knowledgeandappreciationfor themselvesasthey really
are.” Truehumility is not afraid to acknowledgethecertain

talentsandgifts given by God
Truly humblepeoplehallow theDivine nameby

recognizingin theDivine presencewhoGod hascreated
themto be.w hat gifts andtalentsGod hasgraciously-
bestowedupon them,and how God hasactedin their lives.
In thewordsof theVirgin Mary, ‘The Mighty Onehasdone

52 Ihomas Merlon. The SecularJournal of ThomasMerton (New York Farrar.
Siraus6r Giroux. 1959).pp 196-197

•" Admonition 20.Omnibus of Sources,p 84.
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greatthingsfor me,andholy is his Name"(Luke 1:49).

Falsehumility, on theotherhand,doesnot facethetruth
of my humanexistence.It claimsthatGod madea mistake
when hecreatedme It promotesa tragicfeelingof absolute
worthlessnessIt is self-contempt.Always puttingmyself
downis just aswrongand just assinful asalwaysraising

myself up!
Authentichumility neverdegeneratesinto becominga

"door mat for Jesus."sacrificingall self-respectand
self-esteem.As Mertonsays,“Humility is a virtue,not a
neurosis.”54

Falsehumility is oneexpressionof thefalseself at work.
Prideis another.It takespersonalcredit for everything:
talents,gifts,accomplishmentsandabilities.It commandsan
audiencefor what it perceivesto be its own creation.It
demandsto takea bow andhaveanencore.Thedeformed,

proudegoclaimsitself asmasterandcreator.A goodway to

think of egois E-G-O:EasingGod Out.
Pride,saysFrancisin hissecondAdmonition,wasthe

originalsinof AdamandEvein theGardenof Paradise.They
exaltedthemselvesand took personalcredit for thegraceof
God in their lives. Their egos“easedGodout” of Paradise.

Truehumility putsGod backwhereGod belongs.It
focusesexclusivelyuponGodandthegraceof God at the
centerof life. Truehumility is aware—andstunnedby—the
fullnessof God’sgraceandlove everywhere.It is an
incarnationof thevery holinessof God.

Throughouthis twenty-eightAdmonitions,Francis
continuallyremindsusthatGod is theOnewho doesthe
speakingandactingthroughus.God is theOnewho
accomplishesall thegoodin our lives. This realizationkept

M Merton, thought*in Solitude.p 65.

Francishumble.As thesaintwrotein theseventeenth
chapterof theRuleof 1221,“Let usreferall goodto themost
high andsupremeLord Godandacknowledgethatevery
goodis His; let usthankHim for everything.He from Whom
all goodthingscome.”

Authentichumility liveswith theawarenessthat I am
simply anearthenvessel—humus—throughwhich the
surpassingpowerof Godacts(see2 Corinthians4:7).

Adorationof thesurpassingpowerof Godandthe
abominationof my earthenvesselareboundtogetherThe
awarenessof this interplaybetweengraceandnature,
betweenadorationandabomination,is thevery groundof
Franciscanhumility.

Oneday.BrotherMasseowentup to SaintFrancisand
asked.“Why afteryou?Why after you?Why afteryou?"

SaintFrancisreplied,“What doyou mean.Brother
Masseo?”

“I mean,why doesall theworld seemto berunningafter
you.andeveryoneseemsto want to seeyou andhearyou
andobeyyou?You arenot a handsomeman You do not

havegreatlearningor wisdom You arenot a noblemanSo
why is all theworld runningafteryou?"

After a momentof prayer,thesaintreplied:

You really want to know why everyoneis runningafter me?
I havethis from theall-holy eyesof God that seethegood
andtheevil everywhereFor thoseblessedandall-holy eyes
havenotseenamongsinnersanyonemorevile or insufficient
than I am.And soin orderto do that wonderfulwork which
He intendsto do. Hedid not find on eartha viler creature,

andthereforeHe choseme,for God haschosenthefoolish
thingsof the world to put to shamethe wise,andGod has
chosenthebasethingsof theworld and thedespised,to
bring to naughtthe nobleandgreatandstrong,sothat all
excellencein virtue may be from Godandnot from the
creature,in orderthat no creatureshouldglory beforeHim,
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but "let him who takespride, takepridein theLord," that
honorandglory may beonly Gods forever35

A third dimensionof hallowingtheDivine nameis to live

with theawarenessof thedynamicpowerof God working
throughtheearthenvesselof my sinful life. To paraphrase
Mary’s statementin contemporaryterms:“God writes

straightwith my crookedlinesand holy is thename!”

The Nameof Jesus
OurChristiantraditiongoesonestepfurther.Not only is

God'snameholy, sois thevery nameof our brotherand
savior,Jesus.This namealsoeffectswhat it meansIn
first-centuryJudaismthenameJesusin Hebrew.“Joshua,”
literally meant“Yahwehhelps.”Thiswasofteninterpretedas
“Yahweh saves.”ThustheangeltellsJosephthat Mary ‘will
beara son,andyou areto namehim Jesus,for he will save
his peoplefrom their sins” (Matthew1:21).

TheearlyChurchrecognizedthepow'erof Jesus’name.
To thecrippledmanat theBeautiful Gate,Petersaid.“I have
nosilver or gold, but what 1 have1 give you; in the nameof
JesusChristof Nazareth,standupandw’alk” (Acts3:6).The
JohannineJesusinvitesus to askfor anythingin hisname
(John16:23).In theActs of theApostles4:10-12,Peter
proclaimsto theSanhedrinthat it wasby thenameof Jesus
Christ that thecrippledmanwasableto walk.

Peterthenconcludeswith astatementthatastonisheshis
listeners:“Thereis salvationin nooneelse,for thereis no
othernameunderheavengivenamongmortalsby which we
mustbesaved”(4:12).As thefamousChristianhymnin the
Letter to thePhilippiansconcludes:

"Little Flowers of Saini Francis, 10. Omnibus of Sources, p 1323.
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ThereforeGodalsohighly exaltedhim
andgavehim the name
that is aboveeveryname,

sothatat the nameof Jesus
everykneeshouldbend,
in heavenandon earthandundertheearth,

andeverytongueshouldconfess
thatJesusChrist is Lord,
to theglory of GodtheFather.(2:9-11)

Thenameof Jesushascontinuedto be hallowedby
Christiansdown throughthecenturies.TheOrthodox
traditiongavebirth to theJesusPrayer:“Jesus.Sonof David,
havemercyon me.asinner."And Orthodoxspiritualwriters
haveinsistedupon the powerinherentin therecitationof
thenameof Jesus:‘The remembranceof the nameof God
utterly destroysall that is evil" (the two Eldersof Gaza,
SaintsBarsanuphiusandJohn);“Flog your enemieswith the
nameof Jesusfor thereis no weaponmorepowerful in
heavenor on earth"(SaintJohnClimacus).ManyOrthodox
writersbelievethat thenameof Jesusis sosacred,precious
andpowerful,that it shouldneverbe pronouncedor prayed
by itself. Rather,it shouldalwaysbewatereddown with an
adjectiveor an invocation:“Jesus,saveme!" “Loving Jesus!"
“Jesus,rememberme!" From theOrthodoxperspective,the
intensityand powerof thenameof Jesuscouldoverwhelm
theonewho pronouncesit unaccompaniedby a modifier. In
Christianspirituality,thishallowingof Jesus’namehasgiven

riseto a way of prayingat all timesandliving continuallyin

theDivine presence.

TheJesusPrayer

TheWayof a Pilgrim is a journalof ananonymous
nineteenth-centuryRussianChristian At theDivine Liturgy



on the twenty-fourthSundayafter Pentecost,the Russian

heardthesewordsin theday’sepistle:“[P]ray without

ceasing"(1 Thessalonians5:17).Curiosityaboutthesewords
inspiredhim to wanderthesteppesof his motherlandin
searchof a methodof unceasingprayer.

After a year,this pilgrim arrivedat a monasterywherean
eldertaughthim theJesusPrayer Thepilgrim wasinitially
told to limit his recitationof the prayerto threethousand
limesaday.Thensix thousandtimesaday.Finally,afterten

daysof laboriousrecitation,hecould increaseit to twelve
thousandtimesa day.Oneday,during this last periodof
practice,hewokeupandwhat hadbeenpreviouslya labor
for him wassuddenlysecondnature.From thatmomenton.
theJesusPrayerbecametheconstantprayerof his heart.

Recitationof the Divine namechangedthepilgrim s

relationshipwith all creation.In the pilgrim’s words:

WhenI beganto praywith theheart,everythingaroundme
becametransformedandI sawit in a newanddelightful way
The trees,thegrass,theearth,theair. the light, and
everythingseemedto besayingto me that it existsto witness

to God’slove (or |all|andthat it praysandsingsof God's
glory*

The nameof Jesusopenedthepilgrim'seyesso that,like
Francisof Assisi,herediscoveredcreation'soriginal purpose:
theglory andpraiseof God.TheJesusPrayermovedthe
pilgrim to a contemplativehospitalitytowardsinanimate
objects.Thusall creationbecamealadderleadinghim home,

to theawarenessof Divine love in thepresentmoment.
Theprayeralsotransformedthepilgrim's relationshipto

others:

1 spenttherestof thesummerreciting the nameof Jesus
* Ihr Way of a Pilgrim and The Pilgrim Continues His Wily, trans Helen

Bacovcin (Garden City, N.Y Image Books. 1978).p. 34

vocallyand I enjoyedgreatpeaceIf I happenedto meet
peopleduringtheday theyall seemedascloseto measif
theyweremy kinsmen,eventhough1did not know them.
Thecallingon thenameof JesusChristcomfortedmeon the
road;all peopleseemedgood to meandI felt thateveryone
loved me.. Whensomeoneoffendsme, I rememberhow
sweettheJesusPrayeris andtheoffenseandangerdisappear
andI forgeteverything.’7

Thepowerof thenameof Jesusactedasa healingbalm
for thewoundsanddivisionsamongpeoplecausedby the
selfishness,blindnessandprejudiceof the falseself.The
pilgrim wasableto look into theeyesof eachpersonhe
encounteredandseehis brotheror sister.He thus
rediscoveredthe family of humanity.

ThomasMerton liked TheWayof a Pilgrim andfound it
to bea “good stimulatingbook to read’ But heexpresseda
reservationaboutthetraditionalpracticeof theJesusPrayer:
“1 think it is all verywell for a hard-headednineteenth¬
centuryRussianmoujik todo thatall dayandall night,but it
is not going to work for Americanstoday."58

Merlon foundtherepetitionof theprayerusefulat times,

but it wascertainly“too muchandnot necessary"to center

one’sentirespiritual life uponit. His own practicewas
minimal andonly duringdry periods,“when I am plagued
with distractionsor half deadwith sleepandcan'tdo
anythingbetter."He believedthat theJesusPrayerwas
simply a techniquethatcouldsometimeshelp promote
attentionto thepresenceof God in one’sheart He wrote to

theothermonk:

” Ibid pp 23-24
58 Ihomas Merton, teller to f ather Thomas Fidelis (FrancislSmith. O C.S.O .

dated June 29, 1963 in The School of Charity The Letters of Thomas Merton on

Religious Renewal and Spiritual Direction, cd Brother Patrick Hart ( New York
Farrar. Straus, and Giroux. 1990).pp. 176-177
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As for the breathing,1 would getsomeideaof somegoon
Yoga breathing,asdescribedin a reliablebook like
Dechanet'sChristianYoga.andusethat sometimes.But for
therest,thelight of theLord shinesin our heartsalwaysand
all we needto do is to remindourselvesof it in thesimplest
possibleway,andsurrenderto Him totally If a simple
ejaculationhelps,well andgood.Wordsdo not alwayshelp.
Justlooking is often morehelpful?9

Merton wasopposedto turningtheJesusPrayerinto the
exclusivetechniqueof one'sspiritual life, or evenworse,into

anendin itself. That would bea form of idolatry.TheJesus
Prayeris onemeansamongmany,not necessarilythe best
means,andits only function is to makeoneawareof what
onealreadyhas:

It seemsto me that the Bible is a muchbeltersourceof light
thantheJesusPrayer.But all sourcesfail, exceptGod
Himself. And He is afterall the mostaccessible.We get tired
of meansoncein a while, andthat is perhapsbecausewe are
nearerto theendthanwe realize.60

SpiritualTechniques

Prayingtheholy nameof Jesusshouldkeepme focused
in thesacramentof the presentmoment.As a matterof fact,
the purposeof anyspiritual technique—be it theJesus
Prayer,Scripturereading,or astep-by-stepmeditation—is to
makemeawareof the presenceof God in which 1 dwell and
thatdwellswithin me.Techniquesfunctiononly asarrows
which point my attentionto theDivine presence.Theydo
not leadme to a union with Godasif that union could be
attainedby my own efforts; rather,theymakemeawareof
thecommunionwith God that I alreadyshareasa resultof

Divine graceat thecenterof my being To usetheZen
expression,theyaresimply "fingerspointing to themoon.”
Theyarenot to becomeidols or endsin themselves.
Consequently,I shouldlet goof the techniqueassoonasit
hasservedits purpose:makingmeawareof what I already
have.Divine love. When1 find myself distractedor
inattentiveto the"light of theLord shiningin the heart,” to
useMerton’sexpressionfrom his letteron theJesusPrayer,I
returnto the techniquebut only for aslongas1 needit to
consciouslyawakenmeagainto thepresenceof theDivine.
Consciouslyhallowingthe Divine presenceis hallowing the
name.

A silent,loving awarenessof God without anyconscious
reflectionor discursivethought is thegoal Merton reminds
us:

Let usneverforget that the fruitful silencein which words
losetheir powerandconceptsescapeourgraspis perhapsthe
perfectionof meditation.We neednot fearandbecome
restlesswhenwe arc no longerableto "makeacts.” Rather
weshouldrejoiceandrest in the luminousdarknessof faith
This “resting" is a higherway of prayer.61

Once1 becomeawareof theDivine presencethroughthe
recitationof God’s name,1shouldleaveall thoughtsand
techniquesasideandsimply returnGod'scontemplative
glanceof love.Silent aweis the languageof love. It is the
adorationof the poor in spirit. Continuingwith a technique
out of sheerhabitor willpower, is to risk spiritualstagnation
or evenidolatry.

A word of cautionis in order.Timing iseverythingin the
spiritual life Renouncingtechniquesbeforea personis

matureenough“is useless,"Merton told the monks."The
whole businessof [spiritual|growth is knowingwhen to let

61 Menon. Spiritual Direction and Meditation, p. 48
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go.”62And that,of course,is oneareain which spiritual
directioncanbe helpful asthedirecteediscernswhento use

a techniqueandwhento dropit.

Thefalseself impulsively turnsthespiritual life into a

projectanda taskof theego.But what is thefalseself trying

togel thata persondoesnt alreadyhave?Thefalseself prays
from whereit thinksit shouldbeor would like to be.The

trueself praysfrom whereit is.

UnceasingPrayer

Godis like theFM radiomusicconstantlyplayingin the
backgroundof my life Though1am not alwaysconsciously
awareof it, themusiccontinuesplaying.Oncein a while a
particularmelodygrabsmy consciousattention.ThenI stop
what I'm doingandhumalongwith themusic.After a few
moments,or at theconclusionof thesong.1 go backto what
I wasdoing.Sometimesmy activity—somemanuallaboror
enjoyinga cupof tea—canproceedhand-in-handwith my
singingfor an extendedperiodof lime. At thesetimesthe
activity of thepresentmomentandattentionto the
backgroundmusicareboundtogetherin oneandthesame
act.

Theexperienceof unceasingprayer,the traditionalgoal
of theJesusPrayer,is analogousto my relationshipwith the
FM radiomusicplayingm thebackground.Periodically,the
Divine presencecommandsmy attention.SoI stopwhat I'm
doingandmomentarilybaskin thelight of theLord. Or 1
continuewhat I'm doingbut with consciousawarenessthat
I m doingit in thelight of theLord

My setperiodsof prayerwhen1 makedeliberateuseof
techniquesmakememoreprayerful,moreattunedto the
fullnessof theDivine presencein which 1 dwell andthat

dwellswithin. They providetheambiancefor unceasing
prayer.

As I becomemoreprayerfulandcontemplativein my
stancetowardsreality, I becomemoreattentiveto God's
presencein theordinaryroutinesof everydaylife: in
creation,in thepeoplewhom I encounter,in my solitary'
momentsof waiting,driving,or doingdishes.Thus,
unceasingprayeris neverdissociatedfrom respectfor
creation,hospitalitytowardsothers,or thesacramentof the
presentmoment.

Finally, therecomesa point w henmy prayerfulnessleads
to thegreatsecretof thespiritual life: Prayeris not

“becomingawareandtakingnoticeof thepresenceof Godin
which wedwell andthatdwellswithin"; rather,prayeris the
realizationthatat everymomentof my existenceAbba is

alreadycontemplatingme.
Thisexperienceof Godastheconstantsubject—not

object—of prayeris thebeginningof unceasingprayer I
forget myselfandenterinto communionwith thevery
prayerlife of God. “...[W]e do not know' how to prayaswe
ought,but that very Spirit intercedeswith sighstoodeepfor
words" (Romans8:26).“Pray in theSpirit at all timesin

everyprayerandsupplication"(Ephesians6:18).As Merton
told a groupof religiousbeforeheadingto theEast:

Let jesuspray ThankGodJesusis praying.Forgetyourself.
Enterinto theprayerof Jesus,l et him prayin you... The
bestwayto prayis:stop l et prayerpraywithin you. In the
end.PraisepraisesThanksgivinggivesthanksJesuspraysM
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Bernardineof Siena

No preacherwasmoreawareof thepowerof thenameof

Jesusthanthegreatfifteenth-centuryFranciscan,Bernardine
of Siena He wasa zealouspromoterof thevenerationof the
nameof JesusthroughoutItaly. In hisday.manyItalian
city-statesweretorn by different rival factions,eachwith its

own partyemblemor logo.As a wayof breakingdown those
divisionsandbringingpeopletogether,Bernardinemade
bannersemblazonedwith theemblem“YUS," the
abbreviationof theGreekwrord for Jesus.He thenorganized
processionsbehindthesebannersto symbolizethe
surpassingof old allegiances,thedestructionof all rivalries
andtheunity thatChristianssharein thenameof Jesus.And
so throughthe powerof theholy nameaswell as
Bernardme’screative,onemight evensaysuperstitious,
maneuvering,manypeoplein rival factionswerebrought
togetherin unity andpeace

It is mostappropriateto concludethischapteron
hallowingtheDivine namewith wordsoncepreachedby
Bernardineof Siena:

Gloriousname,graciousname,nameof love andof power!
Throughyou sinsareforgiven,throughyou enemiesare
vanquished,throughyou thesickarcfreedfrom theirillness,
throughyou thosesufferingin trialsaremadestrongand
cheerful.You bringhonor to thosewho believe,you teach
thosewhopreach,yougivestrengthto thetoiler, yousustain
theweary.Our love for you is ardentandglowing,our
prayersarcheard,thesoulsof thosewho contemplateyou
arcfilled to overflowing,andall the blessedin heavenare
filled with your glory SweetJesus,grant that with the
blessedin heavenwe too may reign throughthis your most
holy name.(On the EternalGospel,Sermon49)
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Pointsfor Reflection

What is my favoritenamefor God?And what is Gods
favoritenamefor me?

Is my humility a fruit of honestself-knowledgeor
self-contempt?

Hasmy ego"easedGodout" of my life?

Am I gratefullyawareof how Godactsin my life?
Throughmy life?

Do my spiritualtechniqueshelpmeto becomeawareof
Godspresencein which I dwell andthatdwellswithin
me?

Have1 everexperienced"unceasingprayer,"the
experienceof Godasthesubject—not object—of
prayer?
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CHAPTER FIVE

Thy Kingdom Come’

IntheGardenof Edenall creationwasinterrelatedand
interdependent.Adam and Eve baskedin thepresence
of God.All wasonein thereality of Abba'slove. "God

saweverythingthathe hadmade,andindeed,it wasgood”
(Genesis1:31).

Divine attentionriveteduponAdamandEve.The heart
of God,like that of anyothercaptivatedparent,began
brimmingoverwith hopes,dreamsandwishes Abbaso
loved and marveledat Adam andEve that hegavethemthe
greatestgift possible.He placedall creationinto their laps
andmadethemitsstewards.Theywereto nurturethisworld
with tendercare,all thewhile preservingit asa placewhere
therewould be no war,violence,or distrust;a placewhere
therewould beno racism,inequality,or prejudice;anda
placewheretheheartsof creationsfamily would reachout

to oneanother.AdamandEve becametheawe-filled
guardiansof God’s Dreamof peacejusticeandlove

Original Sin

But God’sDreamwassoontransformedinto a nightmare.
AdamandEve,by choosingto ignorethisDream,committed

theoriginalsin Thefalseself appearedlike lightning,easing

Godout and pretendingto be thelord of creation.
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With theentryof thisintruder,creationwasthrowninto

disarrayandknockedout of balance.Adam andEve,by

failing to keeptheDream,alsolost theimmediateawareness

of God'sall-embracingpresenceandwerepushedfrom their

home(Genesis3:24).God’s Dreamsuddenlybecamea fuzzy

memory.
Il becamethejobof prophetslike Isaiahto glimpseGod’s

original Dreamand hold it up to a flounderingpeople:

...theyshall beattheirswordsinto plowshares,
andtheirspearsinto pruninghooks;

nationshall not lift upswordagainstnation.
neithershall theylearnwar any more.(2:4)

Thewolf shall live with the lamb.
theleopardshall lie down with the kid,

thecalf andthe lion andthefadingtogether,
anda little child shall lead them.. .

Theywill not hurl or destroy
on all my holy mountain;

for theearthwill be full of the knowledgeof the Loan
asthe waterscoverthesea.(11:6,9)

The Kingdom of God

JesusenfleshedtheDream He calledit the ‘Kingdom of
God" andin twenty-nineGospelstoriesandcomparisons
taughtits essentialsaboutpeace,justiceandlove. The
earliestGospelbeginsw ith Jesusproclaiming:“The time is
fulfilled, andthekingdomof Godhascomenear;repent,and
believein thegoodnews” (Mark 1:14).

Jesusbefriendedthesocialandreligiousoutcastsof his
day(Matthew11:19;Luke 15:1).At thesynagogueof
Nazareth,heproclaimedhiscommitmentto peaceand
justice(Luke 4:16-21).He challengedhis listenersto forgive
andlove their enemies(Matthew6:12,14-15,5:43-48).
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Jesustold parables,urginghis listenersto return home
(Luke 15:11-32)andlet the Kingdom comeinto their lives
(Matthew13:1-58).Whenwe followerspray,“Thy Kingdom
come!,’we call to mind Abba'sgreatDreamfor usand how
Jesuslived this Kingdom of peace,justiceandlove.

Rememberingis just the beginning,though.Our real
challengeis to live theDreamof theKingdomaswell—in
our own lives, in our own times.As St.Augustinesaid,"To
pray Thy Kingdom come!’is to pray for thegraceof living
theright way.” And the“right way” meanskeepingGod's
Dreamalive by thewitnessof our lives.

Abbadependsupon thewitnessof menandwomen,
centeredin thegodlikeself, for the final realizationof the
Kingdom. Merton writes:

Theworld wascreatedwithout man.but thenewcreation
which is thetrueKingdomof Godis to bethewrork of Godin

andthroughman It is to be thegreat,mysterious,thcandric
work of theMystical Christ,the New Adam,in whomall
menas“one Person"orone"Sonof God"will transfigurethe
cosmosandoffer it resplendentto the Father.64

TheDrcam’srealizationis thereforea cooperative
venturebetweenGod andbelievers,betweenDivine grace
and humanlife. It emergesandis establishedashuman
heartsbecomehungryandarewilling todiefor thepeacethe
world cannotgive;astheyarereadyto bebrokenout of a
love that is puregift; andastheyarebold enoughto

renouncetheegoandwork for justice.Indeed,thelife of the
personrootedin thetrueself is orientedfor andby thefinal
comingof theKingdom.

64 Merlon,Zen and theBirds of Appetifr. p 1J2.
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Dream-keepersand Kingdom People

1oncemet a friar in Romewho hadspentsometime

studyingsomeprimitive tribesin Kenya.He told methatone

particulartribe hadanalmostmysticalconnectionto the
primal elementof fire. During their long rainy season,

certaineldersof the tribe hadbeendesignatedas“keepersof
the flame.” During thedrivingafternoonrains,theseelders
had theresponsibilityof preservinga fire in their huts.
Losing thefire wastantamountto losing theheartof the
tribe.

In a similarwayChristiansarecalledto be “keepersof
the Dream.”Wego throughlife praying“Thy Kingdom
come"andall thewhile working for it by our witnessto

peace,justiceandlove. We mustnot allow theDreamto be
ignoredor forgotten.Our taskis to preservethe Dreamby
leavingour pigpensandreturninghome.Baptismis the
commitmentby a community—and by individuals—to keep
theDreamalive.

Everynowandthen,we meetor hearof peoplewhokeep
theDreamalive in a vivid way.Peoplelike theprophet
Isaiah,Francisof Assisi,ElizabethAnn Seton,OscarRomero
andmanyotherswererootedin the trueself and thus
becameliving incarnationsof theDream.Thoughthelist is
far from exhaustive,four personaltraitsarecharacteristicof
thosewhowitnessto theKingdomandkeeptheDreamalive:
awarenessof God'slove, loveof others,surrenderto the
present,andpeaceandjoy.

Awarenessof God'sLove

Before I beganteachingfifth-gradereligion, 1 hadbeen
warnedaboutTommy Nicholson Eleven-year-oldTommy
wasseenby all asa holy terror.And the moreanyone
punishedhim,1 wastold, themoreTommywould yell, fight
andgenerallyturn theclassroominto a purgatoryfor
everybody.

Theschoolcounselortold me thatTommy wassimply
trying to get theattentionand love that hedid not getat
home.So1 decidedto takea different approachwith him. I
continuallyshoweredhim, to the point of favoritism,with
love,attentionandaffection.

And guesswhat?It worked!Theschool'sholy terror was
transformedinto a guardianangelwho not only becamethe
teacher’spetbut alsoa modelof conductfor his fifth-grade
classmates.

And what wasthesecret?Love. For the first time in his
elevenyearsof life. Tommy Nicholsonknew that hewas
loved.

The first characteristicof thosewho keepGod'sDream
aliveandwitnessto theKingdom in their lives is: Theyknow
in their bonesthat theyarefirst andforemostthebelovedof
Abba And theexperienceof Divine love groundsthemm the
presentmoment.Indeed,it is thegroundol thepresent

moment.As ThomasMertononcewrote to a friend,oneof
themostimportanttasksin thespiritual life is to experience

God'slove “not asan abstraction,but asa reality,asthe
reality.”65

The falseselfsagenda,by pulling usawayfrom the

presentmoment,the family of creationand relationships

65 Merton, letterto Linda (Parsons)Sabbath,datedJanuary29, 1966,tn The
HiddenGroundof lore, p 525
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with others,alsopulls usawayfrom Abba’s love incarnated
in theworld aroundus.Consequently,God'slove becomesa

theory,anabstraction,something“to believein." It becomes
a “thing to get."

Dream-keepersand Kingdom people,by contrast,live at

home,in thesacramentof thepresentmoment.Their lives
overflow with aweastheyexperiencelife. Divine love,

touchingthemin thefamily of creationandhumanity.Each
momentis anannunciation.Eachcreatureis anepiphanyof
theDivine. Eachpersonis anangel,anotherreminderof
what theyalreadyhave.

OnceI experienceDivine love, thewoundof my heart
stopsbleedingandmy life changesdrastically—just like
eleven-year-oldTommy Nicholson's.I no longerhavethe
obsessiveneedto provemyself,gain theattentionof others,
or makea namefor myself I no longerhaveto be perfect,
cuteor popular.1 stophatingmyself.1 slopfighting against
myself.And 1 begin to loseinterestin theselfishconcernsof
thefalseself asthefirst raysof thetrueself,enlighteningthe
pathleadinghome,shineover thesoul’s horizon.

Love of Others

The peopleof God'sDreamhaveheartslike Abba’s: big,
tenderandexceptionallycompassionate.Thebelovedof God
areimpelled to becomeloversof others.Theyacceptothers,
respectthem,andsometimesevenlove them.Dream-keepers
know that weareall onefamily with thesameFather.They
know that most peoplearedoingthebest theycan,sothere
is no needto beoverly critical, hatefulor insensitive.
Unconditionalacceptance,of othersrevealsthedepthsof
one’sown self-acceptance;love of othersrevealsone's
personalcapacityto acceptAbba’s love.
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Acceptanceof others,hospitalityandlovearethe
signaturesof Kingdom people.Indeed,thereis no clearer
signof thegodlikeself thana lenderheartof unconditional
love: “Love isof God" (1John4:7b).Or asMertonexpressed
sobeautifully to an Italian Cistercian,“Love is theepiphany
of God in our poverty."66

For ThomasMerton,love of neighboris virtually
synonymouswith thespiritual life. Thereis no dichotomy
betweenlove of God and love of neighbor,asthefalseself
would haveusbelieve.Writing of thefourth-century
Christianswho went into thedesertto live radicallives of
prayerandasceticism,Merton notestheir insistence“on the
primacyof loveovereverythingelsein thespiritual life: over
knowledge,gnosis,asceticism,contemplation,solitude,

prayer.”He thensummarizes:

Love in fact is thespiritual life, andwithout it all theother
exercisesof thespirit, howeverlofty, areemptiedof content
andbecomemereillusions.Themorelofty theyare,themore
dangerousthe illusion.67

Mertononcedescribedauthenticlove like this:

Love is not itself
Until it knowsit is frail
And cango wrong

Love canneverreally begin
Until both lovers
Are bankrupt

Los'erunsbest
Whenit seemsto breakdown
When noamountof driving

66 Ibid , letter to Dom Francis Decroix, dated August 21. 1967, p 157
67 Thomas Merton. The Wisdom of the Desert. Savings From the Desert Faihrrs of

the Fourth Century (New York New Directions 1961) p 17
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Canrev it
No amountof gas
Can makeit go
Love runswell
Whenit runsby itself
Without the helpof man 08

No wonderlove is thesignof thepresenceof
Dream-keepers.For in thisgodlikequality,a personimitates

Abba in the radicalidentificationwith theother Thelover
breaksawayfrom thegravitationalpull of thefalseself and
emptiesoneselfinto theworld of thebeloved.A lover
renouncesthe temptationto makethebelovedan objectof
self-gratificationor a goodbusinessinvestment.A loveralso
renouncestheneedto bein control, to be“in thedriver's
seat"

Love runsbestwhenit runsout of gas.“when it runsby
itself without thehelpof man.”Suchanactof "bankruptcy”
canonly bedoneby thegraceof God.Thus“love is of God.”

But loving otherscanalsoopenup theproverbial“can of
worms,” thestrugglewith sexuality.And bothcelibatesand
themarriedknow thestruggle.Fidelity to celibacyand
fidelity to marriagevows—eachhasitsown uniquetrialsand
temptationsBut bothcelibateandmarriedarecalledto let
“Thy Kingdomcome”in thesexualdimensionof life asin all
others.

Thebiggesttemptationfor manyvowed religiousis to
renouncetheirsexualityandbecome"asexualfor Jesus.”But
asMertonput it:

Thecapacityfor humansexuallove is not just adepartment
of one’j life which you canlock out on enteringthe
monasteryandforgetabout.. A personhasto really face
this businessof this instinct in our life andreally negotiate

Thomas Menon. 'Su Love Leiters.' lener 'v.' in Eighteen Poems (New York
New Directions. 1985)

it in our life.0’

Whencelibatereligiousfear their sexuality,repressit, or
escapefrom relationshipsin orderto presenetheir vow.
theybecomeprisonersof thefalseself Repressedappetites
go undergroundandfind releasein unconsciousor
unhealthyways All our basicappetitesmust be"facedand
negotiated."asMertonstated.To "face” sexualdesiresmeans
toacceptthemaspartof our humanityandrespectthemasa
preciousgift from God.Thedrive for union which is the
ultimateaim of thesexualappetitecanbe"negotiated”and
sublimatedthroughdeep,loving friendshipswith othersand
a daily,consistentprayerlife. Sexualenergycanbe released
in a healthyway throughexerciseandrecreation.Celibates
whoignoretheirsexualityrisk living petty,sterileandlonely
lives.

But celibacyshouldnot be reducedmerelyto “facing and
negotiating”thesexualappetite It is moreimportantlyone
expressionof the Kingdoms unconditionallove,especially
for thepoor,needyandforgotten Celibatesarechallengedto
stretchtheir heartsfrom eastto west,like thehandsof Jesus
on thecross.They'arechallengedto beopenandavailableto

all peoplein a most uniqueway.Without love,celibacy'
becomesslaveryto thefalseself “|l|f I handovermy bodyso

that1 mayboast,but do not havelove,1 gamnothing"
(1 Corinthians13:3).

For marriedkeepersof God’sDream.Merton urgesthe
tearingdownof any menialwalls that would separateDivine

love from sexuallove.Hesaysthatsexualintercourseis pure
whenit givesa rightful placeto “all that is material,

sensuous,fleshly,emotional,passionate,etc.” betweenthe

09 Thomas Merton. "Love and the Search for God' (Kansas City, Mo Credence
Cassettes), tape AA 2078
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marriedpartners.Its aim is fundamentallylove'sfreedomof
expression:“to liberatein [the lovers]all thecapacityfor
love andfor theexpressionof love that would be truly and
fully authenticin their peculiarcircumstances.0

Merlon is not suggesting“if it feelsgood,do it." He is

awarethatmotivationscansometimesbe mixedand
self-centeredBut like all love,sexuallove is purewhenthe
loverdiesto thedemandsof thefalseself for thesakeof the
belovedandthesituationin which theloversfind
themselves.

MarriedDream-keepersexperiencetheir maritalloveasa
celebrationof Gods love anda prayerof praise Thesexual
expressionof their love is not reducedto slavishobedience
to normsof morality. Rather,it attendsto andincorporates
theparticularneedsof eachpartnerandtheuniquehistory
sharedbetweenthem.More importantly,thisexpressionof
loveis neverdissociatedfrom thelargerreality of love w hich
challengeseachspouseto die to thefalseself.God is given
glory' andtheKingdom comeseverytimea marriedcouple
givesfree,creativeand joyful sexualexpressionto the
uniqueselflesslove thatGod hasincarnatedin their lives
throughthegift of oneanother.

Surrenderto the Present

Truth is sometimesstrangerthanfiction. As I write this
chapter,thefriary hasreceivedword of thedeathof Father
Larry. FatherLarry wasliterally in themidst of being
transferredfrom our retirementhometo a nursinghome
wherehecould receivetheadditionalmedicalattentionhe
needed.He resistedthetransfer.He told oneof thefriarsthis

J ThomasMerton."Purity." tn Loveanti Living (New York BantamBooks
1980).pp 105105
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morning,"Theonly way theyaregoingto movemeis over
my deadbody!" He fought the nursesasthey tried to help
him into thebackseatof theautomobile.Whentheguardian
of thecommunitygot into thedriver'sseatand turnedthe
ignition key, helookedin his rearview mirror andFather
Larry wasslumpedoverin thebackseat,thevictim of a heart
attack.Throughthefinal momentsof his life, hewasstill
fighting to stayin control.

Thefalseself refusesto let go. It insistson havingits will
bedone,whateverthat maybe It refusestostandbeforethe
presentwith open,receptivehands

The root of somuchstressandsomuchemotional
sufferingis refusingto acceptwrhat is out of my control:
namely,what life is presentingmeat thisvery moment.The
Gospelof Luke presentsa rareglimpseof Jesusgoing

throughpreciselythuskind of emotionalsuffering
Jesus'agonyin thegardenwasso tremendous"his sweat

becamelike greatdropsof blood falling downon the
ground"(Luke 22:44).In his final hours,Jesuswasunder
greatstressasheconfrontedwhat heapparentlythoughtwas
theendof his ministryandlife. He did not want to totally
acceptandsurrenderto thepresentmomentbeforehim The
falseself wasfighting for controlof thesituation "Father,if
you arewilling, takethiscupawayfrom me" But the true

self saw' thebetrayers handandadded.“[NJot my will but
yoursbedone"(Luke 22:42).

Like Jesus.Dream-keepersandKingdom peoplelive in

thepresentmoment,acceptingwhat it bringsthem,

surrenderingto theunexpectedandunknown.They
surrenderto themysteriouswaysof Godevenwhentheydo
not understand.“(M]y thoughtsarenot your thoughts,nor
areyour waysmy ways,saystheLord" (Isaiah55:8).They

renouncethefalseselfscompulsionto dominateandcontrol
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everymoment,to pray“Not your will. Lord, but mine be

done!"They trust in thereality of Divine love astheground
of their lives.

FosteringthisKingdomcharacteristicis just like learning

how to float in water—andjust astricky. Themore1actively

try to float, themore1sink My needto bein chargeof the

floatingis my greatestobstacle.Floatingrequirestrusting

andsurrendering1 give myself over to thewaler.Those
rootedtn thetrueself approachlife in thesameway.They
bowbeforethemysteryof life andsaywith Mary,* (L]et it be
with meaccordingto your word" (Luke 1:38).

This kind of surrenderis theactivesideof patient
endurance,a virtueon which traditionalChineseculture
placesa high moralvalue.TheChinesecharacterfor
“endurance"or “patience"vividly portraysthepain,agony
andchallengethisKingdomcharacteristicsometimesentails:
“a knife in theheart."

Let mebevery clearon this point.Surrenderis not mere
resignationor passivityto theproblemsof everydaylife. 1
still takechargeof my responsibilities.1muststandandfight
againstinjusticeandthecontinuationof evil in all its

personalandsocialforms 1 mustactivelypromotepeaceand
love by my actions.Yet somethingsin life, like physical
illnessesanddeathsof lovedones—“knives in theheart"—
cannotbechangedTheycanonly beendured.So1 renounce
theneedto bein control,and1surrenderwith a confident
faith andactivetrust in Abba.That meansdevelopinga
spiritualitywhich,whenall is saidanddone,is confidentto
pray.“Lord, haveit your way! Thy Kingdom come!"
Kingdom peopleexperiencethepresentrealityasGod’s
Dreambecausetheyactivelyrespondto themomentbefore
themwith open,receptivehandsanda trust-filled heart.

ThroughoutFrancis'life hepracticedtheartof lettinggo

of controlandsurrenderingto thepresent It appearsto have
becomesecondnatureto him by the timeof hisdeath.

While Franciswasin the throesof hisconversion,he
renouncedthefalseselfsdreamsof knighthoodandworldly
glory. Theculminatingmomentof hisconversionashe
stoodnakedbeforethebishopandpeopleof Assisi,wasalso
a momentof lettinggo:of his inheritance,his family name,
his father.As theFranciscanOrderspreadgeographically
and moremendesiredto join, theearlierexpressionof the
Franciscanlife had togiveway toa moreupdatedexpression
that incorporatedthousandsof friars. And soFrancishadto
let thepristinedreamwhich motivatedsomuchof hisearly
religiouslife be reinterpretedfor a newsituation.At one
point,hehadto let goof theOrder'sleadershipAnd towards
theendof his life, he hadto renouncetheluxury of good
health.

The Italianshaveanexpression.“As you live, soyou
die." It comesasnosurprisethen,whendeathcame
knockingon thedoor.Francis'spontaneousresponsewas.
“Welcome,SisterDeath!"For Francis,deathwassimply
anothermomentof doingwhathehadbeendoingall hislife:
renouncingcontrolover thepresentmoment;surrendering
to theunexpectedandtheunknown

PeaceandJoy

Theamazingthingaboutkeepersof God'sDreamis that
theyareunflappable!In themidstof themost intenseand

destructivestorms,theystill manageto maintaininnerpeace

andcalm.SaintBonaventureconsidersthis tranquillity to be

thesixth andhigheststageof one'sprogressin thelove of

God He describestheperson‘as if in Noah'sArk where
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tempestscannotreach,’71

FatherMedardhasgrownold graciously,ironically,
someforty of thoseseventy-sixyearshavebeena living hell

for him. both physicallyandpsychologically.A bout with
tuberculosis,anoperationremovinghalf his lungandfifteen
otheroperations,includingoneon his heart,haveleft him
with a frail physicalpresence.Surprisingly,though,hehas
moreministerialenergythanmostof theotherfriars with

whom helives.
Med hasneverbeenelectedto any positionamongthe

friars Frankly,onecouldsayhewasostracizedby hisown
religiouscommunity.Why?During theyearsof changeafter
VaticanII Med wastherectorof theFranciscantheology
school.Theolder priestsin theprovinceandthe faculty of
the theologyschoolthoughtthat Med wastoo progressive.
And thestudents?They thoughthewasjust too

conservative.Stucktn themiddleandtotally misunderstood,

he had no friendsor confidantsamonghisown community.

Suchphysicaltrialscoupledwith hiscommunity'slackof
appreciationandunderstandingwould haveturnedmany
peoplebitter,angry,resentful.But not Med Med hasno
guile, noaxesto grind. Now.asherunsto havea second
daily Massfor someforgottennursinghomepatientsor to
walk hisdaily mile on the treadmill,hehasa deep,abiding
peaceandjoy.

I onceaskedMed how hesurvivedthephysicalpainsand
emotionaldownsof his life. ‘‘Albert." hesaid,"therecamea
point tn my life when I discoveredthat,no matterhow-
terriblethestormragingaroundmemay be.by thegraceof
God,I'm still in theboatandmy Fatheris at thehelm!’

Kingdom peoplelike FatherMedardarcnot naive.

The triple 2 11. Thr Uorfes of Borunenture.volume 1, “MyMKal
Opuscub' (Patenon.N| Si Anthony Guild Press.1060).p 78

irresponsibleor living on anotherplanet.Theystill
experiencedisappointment,sadnessandsorrow.However,
theyarenot consumedor destroyedby thesefeelings They
know,asJulianof Norwich wrote,"in theend.all w ill be
well andeverymannerof thingwill bewell.’

Kingdom peoplelive with theawarenessthatGod is in

thedriversseat:"My Fatheris at thehelm!" or,astheold
songsays,"He’s got thew holeworld in His hands" So
Dream-keeperscomeback to thereality of thepresent
momentandswim in thesunthatshinesuponthemeven
duringtheworstof storms.

Momentsof Mystery

Themostdifficult time for anyChristianto keepthe
Drcamof Godaliveandbearwitnessto theKingdom is

duringa timeof profounddoubt,confusion,questioningand
anxiety.

Duringsuchmomentsof mysterycommonsensefails,

logicandgoodreasoningfall short.A personischallengedto
a faith-walk in thedarkness.

Thal illusive andforgottenmemberof theHoly Family.
Joseph,is a good patronsaint for suchtimes Jobis another

ImaginetheconfusionJosephmust havefelt. His fiancee
is pregnantandhe is not thefatherof thechild. An angel
appearsto him andtells him that Mary is pregnantby the

Holy Spirit.Josephisaskedto takeherinto his home,to care
for herand thechild,andto namethechildJesus(Matthew

1:18-24).

WecanalmostsenseJosephsdoubtandconfusion,as

well astheskepticismcausinghim to seriouslyconsider
divorcingMary. “My fianceeis with child! Now someone

saysit is by theHoly Spirit! Commonsensetells methat
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somethingisseriouslywronghere."A momentof mystery.A

call to walk in thedarkness.
ThenthereisJob.This upright.God-fearingman

suddenlyconfrontsthatage-old,mysteriousquestion:Why
do badthingshappento goodpeople?Everythingis taken
awayfrom this holy man:family, farm,health(Job1:6-22).

It makesno sensein thefalseselfsunderstandingof life,

justiceandGod.Jobis challengedto live with a question,to

live in a momentof mystery.
Thestonesof JobandJosephareourstories.We haveall

beenchallengedto facemysteriousquestions,to live
momentsof mystery.

Philip andAnn taketheir faith seriously,areinvolved in

their parish,and bring their Christianvaluesto their work.
Theyawaitedthebirth of their third child with joyful
anticipation But little Juliewasborn badlydeformed.Now,

just likeJob.theyareforcedto live with mystery.Thereis no
logic to it. It makesnosense.

Many peoplethoughtthatSally wasbeingnaive.But
whenherhusband,afterhis two yearsof infidelity, beggedto
starttheirmarriageall overagain,Sallysaidyes.Hesitantand
confused,like Joseph,shewastakingastepinto the
darkness.

Thephonecall from theadoptionagencyprovedto bea
testof SueandAndy’s generosityandfaith. Thelittle boy,
David, hadbeenfound in a plasticbagin a garbage
dumpster.He wasa few monthsold andseverelybrain¬
damaged.“We know you andAndy havebeeninterestedin a
child. Thisonewill bevirtually impossibleto place.You are
our only hope.Will you accepthim?”

Andy just could not walk awayfrom sucha child.
Thoughhecould easilyunderstandSue'sinitial opposition,
hisheartwasnot at peace.His mind andheartwrestledfor a

week.ConvincingSue.he returnedtheadoptionagencys
call. “Yes. we ll give little David a home."Like Joseph.Sue
andAndy said yesto a momentof mysterythat raisedmore
questionsthananswers.

A friend of minein hisearlyfortiesannouncedto hisw ife
oneday: “1 needsomespace.1 needsometime to bealone.1
needsomefreedom."That precipitateda momentof mystery
for my friend’s wife of fifteen years.Like Job.shehasto live
with that confusing,heart-breakingquestion:“Why do bad
thingshappento goodpeople?"

We haveall known thatquestionwhich hauntedJobin

his misery.Like Joseph,we haveall experiencedmoments

whenwe felt calledto do somethingthat we reallydid not

understandwith our headsbutstill felt in our heartswe had
to do.Weall know w hat it is like to feelasif someoneis
calling us,but we haveno ideawherewearegoingor w ho is
theonecalling.We haveto find thecourageto befriendsuch
momentsof mystery.

Whenconfrontedwith a momentof mystery,thefalse
self immediatelyattemptsto makesenseof it andunderstand
it: “It’s God’swill" or “This will makemea betterperson”or
“No pam,nogain.No guts,noglory." It triesto put mystery

intoa logical categoryof understandingandcomprehension
With ax in hand,it picksawayat mystery,hopingto crackit

open It analyzesmysterylike a specimenundera

microscope.
Theagonyof themid-hfecrisishasno rational

explanation.Thebirth of a sick child defiesall logic. The
needto follow one’sheartcanneverbe rationallyexplained
As Pascalsaid,“The hearthasits reasonswhich reason

knowsnothingof."
To try to forcea momentof mysteryinto a logical

frameworkis to violateit Mystery is mystery.Themorethe
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falseself triesto understandit. themoreunintelligible
mysterybecomes.

Josephwould havebeenbeatinghis headagainsta brick
wall if hehadtried to makesenseof theAnnunciation.And
those“logical" peoplewhocriticizedhim for takinga

pregnantwomaninto his homeandmarryingher,betray
theirown ignoranceof thewaysof God.“[M|y thoughtsare
not your thoughts,norareyour waysmy ways"(Isaiah55:8).

Thereis anancientIslamicstoryabouta mansearching
undera streetlampfor a key hehasdropped.

A neighborseeshim searchingandsays,“What areyou
looking for?"

"My key,” the manreplies "I ve droppedit.”
Theneighborjoins themidnightsearchfor thekey under

thestreetlamp,but hedoesnot find it either
“Wheredid you dropit?" his neighborasks.
The mansaid,"Down theroadthereaboutfifty yards.”
Theneighbor,somewhatpuzzled,asks,“Well, why are

you looking here?”
And themansaid,“Becausethereis morelight here."
Dream-keepersareolten forcedto leavethe illuminated

pigpenof pat answersandgo on a sometimes-painful
pilgrimageinto thedarknessof faith.They taketheplungeof
maturefaith with all of its doubtsanduncertainties.

Walkingwith mysteryis thedeepestandmostagonizing

form of poverty,for it meansrenouncingthe"richesof the
mind" andreturningto theheart.To quotethewisdomof
the lox found in thebook TheLittle Prince: "It is only with
theheartthatoneseesrightly: what isessentialis invisible to
theeye.'

A manwent to theguardat theGateof the Futureand
said “Sir, give mea light that1 may treadsafelyinto the
unknown!”

And thewiseold guardat theGateof theFuturereplied:
“My friend,go out into thedarkness.Follow thy heartand
put thine handinto theHandof God.Thatshall be to thee
betterthanlight andsaferthana known way.”

Weall know theuttersadnesswhich overcomesuswhen
westrikeanalliancewith thefalseself andattemptto
control,imprisonor suppressmysteryasif it werea
rebelliouschild or a criminal We know' theendless
restlessnesswhich consumesuswhenwesweepthose
mysteriouslongingsof our heartsunderthecarpet,refusing
to acknowledgetheir presence.We know thedeep-seated
frustrationthat is a resultof our disrespectfultreatmentof
thoseirrationalwishesaswild animalsthat needto becaged
and,mostoften,tamed.

A momentof mystery,from a sick child to thedeparture
of a spouse,from theacceptanceof my sexualityto a
gut-levelfeeling thatdemandsfidelity, is not a rebellious
criminal thatmustbeimprisoned It is not a w ild animalthat
mustbesubduedor tamed

A truemomentof mysteryis thebud of a flower. A
Dream-keeperallowsit to unfold in its own way andin its

own time A personrootedin thetrueself nurturesthe
mysteryandwaitsfor it to blossom “The meaningswe are
capableof discoveringareneversufficient.Thetruemeaning

hasto be revealed It hasto be given."72

Thatonly happens,of course,by walking with the

mystery “My friend,goout into thedarkness.Follow thy
heartandput thinehandinto theHandof God.Thatshallbe

to theebetterthanlight andsaferthana known way.'
While on a preachingmissionin Cameroon.WestAfrica,

1 meta blind manby the nameof John I askedhim in the

‘Merton. I he New Man. p IJ
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courseof ourconversationif hefound it difficult not having

eyesight Hesurprisedme with his response."Don’t you
know?Haven’t you experiencedit? After all, when it comes
to living our faith, weall walk asblind people.'

Theessenceof faith is blindness.“(Elven thoughyou do
notseehim now,you believein him” (1 Peter1:8).It isa way
of living, not seeing.We renouncethefalsesell'sdesireto

understandand rationalizewhich offerssomuchsecurity

and.like Peter,we takethatagonizingandprecariousstep

ontowater(Matthew14:22-33).Whatis importantis not

how far we get:the importantthingis that we takethestep.

Spiritual progressis measured“in" thestepping,not in the
sizeof thegait.As FatherMedardoncetold me, “Get out of
theboat Stepontothewater And thesecretis,don't look at

your feet!"
As we walk in darknesswith themystery,aswe journey

with thedoubtsof mid-life downa pathwe haveneverbeen
before,aswestandbeforethemysteryof a sick child or the
lossof a belovedperson,graduallythemysterybeginsto

revealits delicate,fragile blossom.Like a late-blooming
flower, themysterybeginstodiscloseits own uniquesecrets

andanswers,secretsandanswerswe nevermay havedreamt
of whenfirst confrontedwith themomentof mystery.How-
manytimeshavew-e heardourselvessay,"I would have
neverthoughtthatsomethingthisgoodcouldhavecomeout

of somethingthatstartedsobadly"or "If you would have
told me backthenwhat 1 know now. I would not havebeen
sofrightened.'

GermanpoetRainerManaRilke oncegavethisadviceto
a youngpoet:

Be patienttowardall that is unsolvedin your heart Try to
love thequestionsthemselves.Do not seektheanswers
which cannotbegiven becauseyou would not beableto live

them And thepoint is, to live everything.Live thequestions
now Perhapsyou will thengradually,without noticingit.
live alongsomedistantdayinto theanswers.71

Beingat homewith self,othersandGodmakesa
Dream-keeperstrongandpatientenoughto live with a
question.Constantlyin labor,thetrueself waitsfor
somethingdeepwithin to be bom.Quietly themystery
blossomsfor thosewhosurrenderin faith. An answer,
sometimesasmysteriousasthequestion,is given.For
Joseph,themysteryof theAnnunciationblossomedinto the
miracleof Christmas.For thosein mid-life transition,the
devastatingquestionswhich challengeandthreaten
everythingthefalseself spentthefirst half of life workingfor
andearning,graduallybecomesilent.They thenbegin the
wonderfuljourneythat is theusualtaskof thesecondhalf of
life: theinterior journey,thejourneybackhome.Thelonely
andfrighteningwalk to embraceone'sownsexualitybrings
a persononestepcloserto self-acceptanceandpersonal
integration.Eventheprofoundmysteryof adeformedchild
flowersinto thebeauty,challengeandgift of raisinganother
sacramentof theDivine.

ThomasMertonoffersa beautifulprayerto praybeforea
momentof mystery.It is theprayer,nodoubt,thatJoseph
prayedthemorningafterhis famousdream It is theprayer
of Dream-keepersandKingdom peoplewhentheyarecalled
to maturefaith. Whenw-e arecalled to befriendmystery,to

live with aquestion,togropein thedarkness,thisprayeris a

goodway to pray“Thy Kingdom come":

My Lord God,1 haveno ideawhereI amgoing 1 donot see
theroadaheadof me I cannotknow for certainwhereit will
end.Nor do1 really know- myself,andthefact that I think 1

n Ramer Mana Rilke. LcUcn loa lounj Poa.translated bi M P Hencr Norton
(New York WU Norton and Company. 1054)p 35.
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am following your will doesnot meanthat I amactually
doingso But I believethat thedesireto pleaseyou doesin

fact pleaseyou.And 1 hopeI havethat desirein all that I am

doing 1 hopethat I will neverdoanythingapartfrom that
desire.And I know that if I do this you will leadme by the
right road,though1 may know nothingaboutit. ThereforeI
will trustyou alwaysthoughI mayseemto belost andin the
shadowof death.1 will not fear,for youareeverwith me,and
you will neverleavemeto facemy perilsalone 4

How did 1 initially respondto them?How did the
mysteryunfold?

Pointsfor Reflection

How do I keepGod'sDreamof peace,love andjustice

alive in my own life? Is my life orientedtowardsthe
Kingdom of God?

Whendid 1 first experienceGod'slove "not asan
abstraction"but astherealityof life?

Do 1 sincerelytry to openmy heartin love to others?
Whoarethemostdifficult to love?

How well do1 acceptthepresentmomentand
surrenderto it with a trust-filled heart?Am 1 often
frustratedby my fighting againstlife? Can1 praywith
Mary, "Let this momentbedoneto measyou say"?

Doestheknowledgeof God'spresencein my life bring
peaceandjoy—evenin themidstof storms?

What havebeenthemomentsof mysteryin my life?

’* Merton.Thoughtsrn Soldudr,p.81
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CHAPTER SIX

Thy Will Be Doneon Earthas
It Is in Heaven'

Prayingfor the Kingdom of God implies that weare
committedtodoingthewill of God.But whenpeople
talk aboutGod'swill, theysometimesgive the

impressionthatall theyneeddois “figure it out " Theyseem
to think “Godswill" hasbeenpredeterminedfor themsince
themomentof theirconception.ThomasMertoncalledsuch
anapproachto thewill of God “pagan."He wenton toadd,
this“is theideanot of Gods will but of fate"75

DiscerningGod’swill is not thesamethingas“picking
God’sbrain" to determineone’sfatein life. Our free will is

oneof themostpreciousgifts God hasgiven to us And God
choosesneverto violateit. Goddesireshumanfree will to

collaborate,not collapse,beforethegreatDreamof the
Kingdom.Wearecoadjutors,not computers.

Sodespitewhatsomepeoplemight be temptedto think,

a healthyprocessof discernmentdoesnot endin the

personalrenunciationof freewill in order“to dowhatGod
wants."ThomasMertonsays:

Toooftena legalisticconceptof thewill of God leadsto a
hypocriticalfalsificationof theinterior life Do we not often

75 ThomasMerton, Renunciationand Contemplation" (KansasCity, Mo
CredenceCassettes).tape AA 2071
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unconsciouslytakeit for grantedthatGod is a harsh
lawgiver,without interestin the thoughtsanddesiresof our
own hearts,seekingonly to imposeupon us thearbitrary
dictatesof His own inscrutable,predeterminedplans?And
yet.asSt. Paul hassaid,we arecalled to collaboratewith
God...?*

Oneof theparadoxesin thespiritual life is thata person
mustbetruly freein orderto bea servantof theKingdom.A

contemporaryunderstandingof discernment,therefore,

mustmovebeyondthe pagannotion of ‘figuring out my
fate” and then passivelysubmittingto the "will of God.” It
mustfreea personto participatedynamicallyandcreatively
in helpingto build theKingdom of God It musthelpus
bringour personalfreedominto communionwith the
freedomof God.This is thedeepestmeaningof doingthe
will of God.

TheHeadand theHeart

The processof discernmentdoesnot abandon
intelligence,good judgmentor commonsense.Yet it is not

simplyanintellectualaffair. Discernmentalsogivesattention
to thedesires,affectionsandyearningsof theheart.It is
preciselythroughthese,Johnof theCrossremindsusin the
Commentaryto theSpiritual Canticle,thatGod
communicatesto thesoul.To ignorewhat we want or desire
in a particularsituationnot only violatespersonalintegrity
but refusesto listen to God'seffort to communicatewith us.

Sooften thoseseekinghelpin discernmentwill describe
theirattractionto a particulardecision,saying,"Father,
that’swhat I want,but 1 don’t know what Godwants!” They
assumeGod’swill to besomethingdifferent from theirown.

°Merton, Spiritual Direction and Meditation, p 27.

Of course,discernmentof thewill of God cannotbe
reducedsimply to our whimsandwants.That’swhy every
actof discernmentdemandswalking thedelicatebalance
betweenheadandheart.Indeed,five-sixthsof discernmentis
makinga wise,prudenthead-heartdecision.

Head-HeartDecisionmaking
Five factorsneedto be takeninto considerationif weare

to maintainthedelicatebalancebetweenheadandheart:my
pasthistory;my potential;my presentidentity; my hopes,
dreamsanddesires;my free heart.

My past history.My upbringing,thevaluesw hich I was
taughtandwhich i assimilated,thedeficienciesof my family
life and their psychologicaleffectsupon me,andmy
education—theseall haveplayeda role in bringingme to

this presentmomentof decisionmaking.Added to thatare
my responsesto pastsituationsandtheconsequencesw hich
resulted.Theelementsof my past havea limiting, though
not necessarilycrippling,effect uponthe present.

If 1 only havehada grammarschooleducation,for
example,I haveto takean honestlook at my desireto

becomea lawyeror a collegeprofessor.The lack of higher
educationdoesnot meanI am incapableof goingback to

schoolor that I lack theintellectualabilitiesto fulfill my
dream.It simply meansI needto beprudentand realistic
aboutthe role of educationin my life. My pastcannarrow

my possibilitiesor options.
My potential.My pasttendsto limit me,but my talents

andabilitiesopenup possibilities.TheseGod-givenpersonal
gifts makemea “diamondin the rough.” Talentsand

abilitiesarethekeysthat helpto unlock thefuture Theycan
allow anadult whoonly hada grammarschooleducationto
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becomea lawyeror a collegeprofessor.In any important

momentof decision,thereis alwaysa tensionbetweenmy
pastandmy potential Thepast"stacksthedeck"againstme.
but my talentsandabilitiesare"wild cards*in thegameof
life.

My presentidentity. My pastandmy potentialcome
togetherin my presentidentity with its commitmentsand
responsibilities.My presentcommitmentto others—in

marriage,in thesinglelife, or in a vowedcommunitylife—as
well astheresponsibilitieswhich suchcommitmentsplace
uponme needto be respectedThis requiresdialoguewith
thesignificantpeoplein my presentsituation.I cannot

simply stepawayfrom thepresentto walk into thefuture
Thefutureflows out of thepresent,it doesnot ignoreit.

My hopes,dreamsand desires Thesearethemostelusive
partof makinganygooddecision Sometimesunconscious,

my hopesanddreamsarethegasolineof life. They give me
ambition,energy'andmeaning.Theyfuel my vitality and
passion.Theybridgethechasmwhich my doubtsandfears
dig betweenpresentandfuture Theygive methecourageto
takearisk, tostepout in faith in spiteof theprotestationsof
thefalseself.

ThomasMerton usedto askhis novicestwo important
questions:'Whatdoyou wantout of life?" and“What’s
stoppingyou from gellingit?' Thesequestionscanalsohelp
all of usget in touchwith our motivatingdreamsand
desires—aswell aswith thefears,doubtsandobstacles
which oftenfrustratethem.

Thepowerandimportanceof dreamsanddesiresshould
neverbe underestimated.Merton insiststhat somedesires
“representa possibilityof a special,spontaneousand personal
gift which /the penitent/ alonecan maketoGod.If thereis
somegift which healonecangive, thenalmostcertainlyGod
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asksthat gift from him,anda holy, humble,andsincere
desiremay beoneof thesignsthatGodasksit!’77

Hopes,dreamsanddesiresareexplicit manifestationsof
theunconscious.Payingattentionto themis therefore
essentialto thediscernmentprocess.

My free heart.Whatoptionor decisionmakesme
peacefulandhappy?Whichonedo1 find mostappealingand
attractive?Feelingscanconfirm somuchin thespiritual life
aslongastheheartis free.

But that,of course,is thecatch:Theheartmustbefree.If
1 amstill contentto beamongthepigs,promotingthefalse
self, then1 musthold theresponseof my heartin suspicion.
Forexample,a stronglyfell surgeof initial resistanceto one
particularoptionmaybeanindicatornoi that thiswould be
an unwisedecision,but.morefundamentally,thatsome
aspectof thefalseself is beingthreatenedor attacked.

I needto beasinternallyfree from thefalseself’sagenda
asI canconsciouslybebefore1 cangive theresponseof my
heartits rightful placein thedecisionmakingprocessOnly
afterhe freed himself from the falseself’sagendato bea
famousknight could Francisof Assisi truly follow his heart
in servingtheMaster.78

Petehad beena religiousfor six years.He wasnot really
happy.But hewasnot unhappycither He justassumedthat
hisemotionlessapproachto life waspart of his introverted
personality.

Petewasmakinga thirty-dayretreatin preparationfor

his final professionof vowswhenw hatstartedout asan
innocentquestionby hisretreatdirectorprovokedastartling

revelationin Pete’slife. Thequestion:Whatdoyou really

want?

” Ibid . pp 27-28
78CdanosSrcondLife 6 Ommbwsof Sources. p 365

•121•



Petefelt truly secureandconfidentabouthis ministerial
plansto work with HispanicsTheycapitalizedon hisability
to learnanotherlanguageandbecomfortablein another
culture.But beinga •‘religious" wasanothermatter.

Something•‘clicked" insideof Peteassoonasheallowed
himself to beobjectiveenoughto reflect uponhis

motivationsfor beinga religious:His religiousvocationwas

morea productof parentalpressurethanof personaldesire.
During the next five days,Pete’sheartbecamerestlessashe
realizedmoreandmorethat,committedto theChurch
thoughhewas,religiouslife wasnot wherehebelonged.

Oncehecrossedthatbridgeandgavehimself permission
to askhimself what he wanted,Petecamealive emotionally
for thefirst time that hecould remember.His heartwasset

freeandhestartedfeelingemotions:relief, happiness,inner

peace.
His heart,oncefreedhorn thedesireto pleasehis

parents,ultimatelyheld thekey for thebestdecisionhe
could makeabouthis future.TodayPeteis happily married
andworkingfor theSpanish-speakingapostolatein adiocese
in theeasternpartof thecountry.

Thefive above-mentionedfactorsconvergeat the timeof
decisionmakingandform thejury. Thefirst threedealwith
the headandthelast two dealwith theheart.As theybegin
to talk to oneanother,adecisionbeginsto emergeand1 find
myself leaningin thedirectionof a wise,prudenthead-heart
decision.Thatdecisionis sometimesconfirmedwhenthe
headandheartconnectin felt knowledge:Something“clicks"
insideand I know what I mustdo.But evenwithout the
“click." thedecisionis therefor my trueself to claim andact
on.
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The Faith Factor

A wise,prudenthead-heartdecisionis not theendpoint
of the processfor discerningthewill of God.We mustalso
considerthefaith factor,or thebaptismalresponseto the
situation.

WhenAdam andEveforgot God’sDreamfor creation,

their originalsin waslike astonedroppingin a calm pond
Theripplesfrom thatstonehaveechoedthroughhistory.
Thefalseself appearedandcreationwasthrownoff balance.

As adescendantof Adam andEve,1amaffectedby the
ripplesof original sin. 1 amalsoconstantlytemptedto “do
my own thing" and ignoreJesus’strongexampleof what it
meansto keepthe Dreamandbuild God'sKingdom My
baptismalincorporationinto thelife anddeathof Jesus,
however,isa publiccommitmentto keeptheDreamalive; to
helpcreationstayon track,to build God'sKingdomof peace,
justiceandlove; to comehometo what I alreadyhaveand
who I really am.my godlikeandtrueself.

A wise,prudenthead-heartdecisionbecomesa
discernmentof thewill of God whenthedecisionmaking
processseriouslyincorporatesquestionslike these:How can
I uniquelycontributeto God’s Kingdom in thissituation?

How canI bestmakeGod'sDreama reality hereand now?
How can1 fostertheKingdom’s peace,justiceandlove?
Which optionbesthelpsto manifestthesecharacteristics?

God’swill is not somepredetermined,preordained
decisionfrom on high which I muststruggleto figureout

and thenbuckleunderto obey.As Merton told the young
monksof Gelhsemani:

Your vocationisn't somethingthat’s in a filing cabinettn
heaventhat is keptsecretfrom you andthensortof whipped
out at theLastJudgmentand(Godsays|,“You missed,

buddy* You didn't guessright" But your vocation,or
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anythingin life, is aninvitation on the partof Godwhich
you'renot supposedto guessandyou'renot supposedto
figure out. It's somethingyou work out by free response.“
Weareleft to freely shapethegift of life that God has

given usin light of theoriginal Dreamfor all creation.
Throughour upbringing,talents,abilitiesandgifts, God
presentseachoneof uswith canvas,paintandbrushes.We

becometheartistsof our lives. DiscerningGod'swill is

nothingmorethanrespondingwith my unique,gifted
contributionto God'sDreamfor creation.And sothe
portraitof my life becomesmy gift backto God

WhenI makethemajordecisionsof my life in light of my
uniquecontributionto the Kingdom of God,I becomea
Dream-keeper,too.This is what it meansto “imitate
Christ"—todomy partin buildingtheKingdomandsharing
God’s Dreamwith all whom I encounter.

“But thatsoundsmighty vagueandgeneral!1 could
easilymakea mistakewith thebestof intentions."Yes,that's
true.And that fearcanleadto somefalsenotionsabout
“imitating Christ." BrotherJohntheSimplemimickedSaint
Francism everyactof spitting,coughing,weeping,praying
andthelike,80 but thatkind of naiveimitation becomesa
subtleform of slavery.It could evenbeanexpressionof the
falseselfspride.Therealguardagainstmistakesin
discerningGod'swill is community.

Authenticdiscernmentis nevera private,individual
processThoughit demandshonestself-knowledge,it is
alwaysdonein a communalsetting:with family andfriends,
thoseaffectedby one'sdecision,andone’sspiritualdirector
in dialoguewith theScripturesandChurch,both
institutionalandprophetic Oneshouldbewareof any

" Menon 'RenunciationandContemplation/
* Ccbno’sSecondLife 190,Omnibusof Sourcesp 514

discernmentprocessmadeprivatelyor that needsto be kept
secret.Refusalto dialogueandfearof communityare
indicationsthat thefalseself is speaking.

Catchingthe Dream

I arrivedfor my first visit to theGrandCanyonratherlate
in theevening.It wasalreadydark.But my curiosityand
excitementatseeingtheGrandCanyonwould not keepuntil
morning.So I went to thesouthernrim to takea look. And
all 1 sawthroughthedarknesswasa big hole.No splendor,
no majesty.1couldn’t helpbut think that this wasanother
oneof Americasgreattourist traps.I went backto my tent,

decidedthatmy disappointmentwasnot going to ruin this
vacation,andfell asleep.

Thefollowing morning1 got up beforedawn.For yearsI
hadheardaboutthemiracleof sunriseover theGrand
Canyon.SoI startedbackto the rim, carefulnot to let my
excitementor anticipationget thebetterof me.As the
morningsuninchedits way into thesky andofferedlight to

theearth,the“big hole"suddenlystartedcomingalive with
shadesof red,purple,blueandyellow. With hundredsof
otherpeople,I found myself “ooh-ing" and “aah-ing"over
God’sdaily miraclein northernArizona.It wasthesameold
canyonasthenight beforebut, in the light of themorning

sun,everythinglookedsodifferent.
Likewise,themoreI consciouslyallow thelight of Christ

receivedat Baptismtoshinein my life andchallengeme,the
moreclearly I will seethepart that I canplay in theKingdom
of God.It will bethesameold mebut,seenin thelight of my

commitmentto God'sDream,it will seemsodifferent.My

actionsandaltitudeswill takeonadeepermeaning.Someof

my commitmentsandobligationsmight haveto change,not
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becauseof infidelity, but preciselybecauseof thedeepening
appreciationfor my Baptismandmy maturingresponsibility
andfreeresponseto the Dreamof the Kingdom. It s not a
questionof “what Godwantsof me It'saquestionof “what

I want to give to God."
Kathy is anexceptionallybright,articulatelawyer.After

graduatingfrom theUniversityof Chicago,shestarted
working for a largeandprestigiouslaw firm. Within five
yearsshehadclimbed theladderof success.During those
years,however,shealsobeganto seeandexperiencethe
harshinjusticesof theAmericanlegalsystem. Basically.
Father,only therich canafford to havejusticeserved,"she
told meatour first spiritualdirectionsession.

After muchprayeranda weekendretreat,Kathy decided
thatsheriskedlosingherfaith in Godandthesystemof law
if shedid not makea change.Soshewent into private
practiceandquietly beganacceptingmoreandmorepro
bonocases.“They don't helpfeedmy husbandand
daughter,"shesaid,“but theykeepmein touchwith my
Christianvalues."

But thatwasn’t theendof Kathy'sdiscernmentprocess.
SuccessfulasKathy hasbeenin privatepractice,Kathy
continuesto allow' the light of Christ to challengeherin
waysthatneverceasetoamazeme.Shehasnow temporarily
given up thelaw’ practiceandbegungraduatestudiesin
Christianethics.Herdreamis to leachfuturelawyershow’ to
bring togetherthe practiceof law with theteachingsof the
gospel.

Themovie Tuckerwasbasedupona truestoryabouta
manwho hada dreamto build a new kind of automobilein
thesuburbsof Chicago.It dieda ratherquick deathasa
movie,but it is memorablein onerespect.At onepoint one
of thecharactersturnedto a friend of thisautomobile
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visionaryandsaid,“Don't get closeto him! You maycatch
hisdream."

Catchingthe Dream—that’s thewhole point of the
spiritual life: The more1 catchthe Dream,thecloser1 get to
homeandto thegodlikeself.And in catchingtheDream,my
will comesinto communionwith thewall of God

Thiscommunionis notslavery.Catchingthe Drcam
triggersa deeptransformationthat freesa person'swhole
being—themind,heart,feelings,emotions,desires—from
bondageto thefalseself. This interior transformation
becomesevidentin one’sactions.Oneadoptsa life-style that
increasinglygiveswitnessto the Kingdom characteristicsof
peace,justiceandlove.That interior transformationis the
greatestglory of humanityand thetruestmeaningof the
imitation of Christ.As Merton told thenovicesof
Gethsemani:

A saint is a personwho whenhedoeshisown will, is doing
thewill of God....Theroot of hiswilling is in God . . The
greatestgloryof acreatureis toactfreelyastheinstrumentof
God....His actsareChrist's.81

TheLetter to BrotherLeo

TheLetter to BrotherLeo is oneof two handwTitten
parchmentsof Francisstill preservedtoday Though
relativelyshort,it is a preciousdocumentof primitive
Franciscanspirituality. Thoughwe donot know theexact

circumstancessurroundingits composition,wecaninfer
that it is asummaryof thesaint’sconversationwith Brother
Leo,hisconfessorandclosecompanion,aboutthe natureof

discernment:

81 ThomasMerton.‘The Vow of Conversion’I KansasCity. Mo Credence
Cassettes).tapeAA 2228
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BrotherLeo,|wish|your BrotherFrancishealthandpeace!
1 speakto you.my son,asa mother.1 placeall the words

which wespokeon theroadin this phrase,briefly and(as]
advice.And afterwards,if it is necessaryfor you to cometo

mefor counsel,1 say this to you: In whateverway it seems
best to you to pleasetheLord Godandto follow His
footprintsandHis poverty,do this with the blessingof God
andmy obedience.And if you believeit necessaryfor the
well-beingof your soul,or to find comfort,andyou wish to
cometo me,Leo,come'82

Francisplacesthe responsibilityof "pleasingtheLord
God” upon BrotherLeo’sown personalinitiative. ("Pleasing
theLord" is oftenassociatedin thesaintswritingswith the
will of God.)Thissuggeststhat thesaint’scompanionmust

havebeena manof extraordinaryself-knowledgeandbrutal
self-honesty,a manfreeof thecompulsionsandaddictions
of the falseself. Ixo wasa mancommittedto theDream.He
wasamanwhosejudgments,Francisknew,couldbetrusted.

But eventhespiritually maturearein needof thecounsel
of others.Discernmentis nevera privateaffair. SoFrancis
makeshimself availableto offer advicejust in caseBrother
Leo finds it necessary.

This letteroffersa Franciscanapproachto discernment
for thosewho havetruly caughttheDreamof theKingdom.
From theFranciscanperspective,trueobedienceto thewill
of God,in imitation of Christ,is a positiveexpressionof a
person’sfreedomandcreativity.“To pleaseGod” issimply to
discoverone’sown uniqueway of contributingtoJesus'
Kingdom of peace,justiceandlove. It is w hat we prayfor
whenwesay, Thy will bedoneon earthasit is in heaven."

82 fronds and Clare The Complete Works, trans, by Regis J Armstrong, O.FM
tap and Ignatius C Brady, OF M (Mahwah, N.J Paulisi Press. 1982) pp
47-48

Points for Reflection

Whatis thefirst thing I think of when1 hearthewords
“the will of God for me"?

What wasthemost recenthead-heartdecisionthat1
made?Did 1 give anyconsiderationto my baptismal
commitmentduringits discernmentprocess?

How openam 1 to dialogueanddiscussionin my
personalmethodof discernment?Do 1 simply inform
peopleof my decisionsor do1 allow myself to be
“informed”?

HaveI "caughtthe Dream”of theKingdom?
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Give Us This Day Our Daily Bread’

BeforeGod,my dependencyandneedareexposedlike
opensores.1 canstandonly asa beggarwith hands
outstretched.To pray “Give usthisdayourdaily

bread”is to recognizemy absoluteandexistentialpoverty
beforeGod.

Everythingis a gift. I canclaim nothingasmy own. I
proclaimeverythingasagrace:my looks,my personality,my
friends,my talents,my very existence.Abba,the Divine
Almsgiver, transformsmy povertyanddependencyinto the
experienceof life in abundance.

Thatwasthespiritual insightwhich gavebirth to the
voluntarypovertyof Francisof Assisi.Francis'povertywas
notsimplyanexpressionof self-denialandmortification—as
hadbeenthecasein themonastictradition.Francis'poverty
wasa radicalaffirmation thatGodaloneis thesourceof
everythingthatisgood.God is theonewhoclothesus,feeds
us,providesfor our everyneed Voluntary povertygives
living witnessto theDivine Almsgiver.

Franciscomparesthosetakingpersonalcredit for the

graceof God in their life to Adam’seatingtheapple:“A man
eatsof the treethatbringsknowledgeof good whenhe

claimsthat hisgood will comesfrom himselfaloneand

prideshimselfon thegoodthatGodsaysanddoesin him."8}

81Admonition 2, Omnibus nf Sources, p 79
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To pray,“Give us(hisdayour daily bread,”is to recognize

thegrace,goodnessandgenerosityof God working in and

throughour lives.
Many peopleonly cometo anawarenessof Godasa

faithful and trustworthyAlmsgiver throughpersonal
tragedy.Sufferingcan revealthe falseselfsillusion of

independentself-sufficiency.It canchallengeoneto return

to theauthenticself: a poorbeggarwhoseveryexistenceis

dependentupon.Abba.
After my father’ssuicideand burial,we discoveredthat

hehada largedebt.We wereforced to sell thefamily home
andautomobile My motherhadbeena homemakerup until
that time.Shenow had to learna skill andfind employment
to supportthreechildrenstill at home.Theremust have
beenmanytimeswhensheprayed.“Give us thisdayour
daily bread."And God did. Abba, theDivine Almsgiver,
providedfor us.

Whenthecarpetis pulled from underneathour feet,we
neednot worry. Whenwe areforcedto admitour needand
dependence,we neednot beanxious.Dream-keepers
surrenderto thepresentmomentandtrust in theprovidence
of God.

Jesussaid:“Therefore1 tell you.donot worry aboutyour
life, what you will eator what you will drink, or aboutyour
body,what you will wear” (Matthew6:25).For if Abba can
feed the birdswhodo not sowor reapandclothethe
wildflowers which do not work or spin,Abba will certainly
providemuchmorefor us.

Jesusremindedus that the Divine Almsgiver is invested
in our needs.Abba is on ourside:

Ask, andit will begiven you;search,andyou will find;
knock,andthedoor will beopenedfor you For everyone
whoasksreceives,andeveryonewhosearchesfinds,andfor

-132-

everyonewho knocks,thedoor will beopened Is there
anyoneamongyou who, if yourchild asksfor bread,w ill give
a stone?Or if thechild asksfor a fish, will give a snake?If
you then,whoareevil, know how to givegoodgifts to your
children,how muchmorewill your Fatherin heavengive
good thingsto thosewhoaskhim! (Matthew7:7-11)

Whenpersonaltragediespushusto thebrink of despair,
we remainthesubjectsof Divine attention.Whenweare
strippedof possessions,friends,beliefsandevenGod-
images.weare.nevertheless,thebeloved Abba is committed
to us.Abba is eagerto providefor us.Abba will meetall our
needs.

BecomeLike Children’

Justlook at a child who is lostat thezooor in thegrocery
store.Thelook of terrorsaysit all. Children haveno
illusions.Theyknow theyarehelplessanddependentThey
know wheretheir toys,food andlove comefrom. Though
theymaybeunableto verbalizeit, childrenknow theyare
totally dependenton Mom and Dad.

To pray thepetition,“Give us this dayourdaily bread."
is to bechildlike andadmit my dependency,helplessness
andneed.For asJesuschallengesus,“Truly 1 tell you,unless
you changeandbecomelike children,you will neverenter

thekingdomof heaven"(Matthew18:3).

While a deacon,I becamefriendswith oneof ourelderly
friars who wasapproachinghiseightiethbirthday.We loved
to teaseoneanother.FatherHarold would jokingly mutter

aboutthe radicalyoungfriarsand I would complainabout
theold guys.In themidst of our bantering.I oncenaively-
said.“Harold. I will neverget old!” FatherHarold,with a

twinkle in hiseye,solemnlyresponded,“Albert, that’s
becauseyou will nevergrow up’”

•133«



Neverto grow up—neverto outgrowGod.Thal is a goal
of (hespiritual life. Neverto foolishly think that we can
makeit on our own without God or grace.

Thefalseself triesto convinceme that the really

importantthingsin life arebaseduponwhat I do.upon my
abilities. If 1 buy into that illusion, 1 begin to takecharge.1
beginwielding power.I becomemanipulative.I insist upon
thingsbeingdonemy way.1 demandwhat I think is

rightfully mineand.like theprodigalson,off 1 go!
This independent,self-sufficientapproachto life is the

fundamentalsin of somanyof us.It is therefusalof grace.It
is thefailure to acknowledgeAbbaasthe Divine Almsgiver.
It is AdamandEve reachingfor theappleall overagain.

But, luckily, self-sufficiencycantakeusonly sofar
Sooneror later we run upagainsta brick wall. We gel a
suddenglimpseinto our existentialself-deficiency.We
finish eatingtheappleanddiscover,a few hourslater,that
wearehungryagain.Wespendall our inheritanceon fun
andgamesonly to worry abouthow wewill buy tomorrow’s
bread.We graduallyrealizew herewe actuallyareandwhere
we truly belong.

And thencomethequestionswhich attacktheagendaof
thefalseself In thewordsof theprodigalson,“How manyof
my father’shired handshavebreadenoughand to spare,but
here1amdyingof hunger!1will get upandgo to my father”
(Luke 15:17-18a).

Preachinghasalwayscomeeasilyto me.Even backin
highschool,my friendswould tease,“Wherevertwoor three
aregathered,thereis Albert preaching.”1 spentthefirst ten
yearsof my ordainedministry promotingmy talent.After
doctoralstudiesanda brief stint on a retreathousestaff.1
beganpreachingparishmissionsfull lime. Bookedaheadfor
two yearsat a time, 1 crisscrossedthecountry—andseveral

continents—threeweeksof everymonth.In just over two
years,I hadearned120.000frequent-flyerpointson United
Airlines.

I enjoyedthe life-siyle of the"Yuppie Priest,"asmy
oldestbrothercalledit. I met somewonderfulpeople.1 saw-
places1 neverdreamtI would sec—from the tombof Saint
Francisto theGreatWall of China.(A greatrecruitment
slogan:“Becomea friar andseetheworld!”) And, from the
manylettersthat1 havereceived,I know 1 touchedlots of
peoplealongtheway.

Sowhy did I give up that “life-style of the poorand
infamous”?Because1graduallycameto realizethat1 wasnot

preachingthegospel;1 waspreachingmyself.1 had
convincedmyself of thevery lie that I sodesperatelytried to
convincemy listenersof: “You needto listen to me.My
wordscanchangeyour life." I beganto feel like a fraud.And
thenoneday it smackedme right in theface:All my
self-promotionhadgottenmewaslife in a pigpen—in

businessclassat 37.01X) feet!
That encounterwith theillusionsof the falseself threw

meinto a tailspinandbegana three-yearprocessof
discerningmy uniquecontributionto God’s Dreamof the
Kingdom.It rekindleda childhooddreamthat I hadput on

the backburnerw hen thefameof a preacherbecameso
attractiveandenticing.1 live in Taiwannow where1 am
remindedconstantlyof my self-deficiencyas1 struggleto

learna newlanguageandlive in a culturetotally different
from my own. Preachingis constantlyaskedof me.but now

it is not a resultof my self-promotion.
Giving up “my” preachingministry wasoneof the

toughestdecisionsI’ve evermade.It wasalsooneof themost

preciousgracesfrom God.Thesin of my self-su/Juicncywas

transformedinto thepainful awarenessof my self-de/iciency.
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Life in the pigpenbringsusto theawarenessthat wearefar
from home.“|W|heresin increased,graceaboundedall the

more’ (Romans5:20).And respondingto thegenerousalms
of God’sgraceis thesecretto spiritual maturity.

Thefalseself promotestheself-sufficientimageof
spiritualmaturity.In reality,however,thespiritually mature

aretotally poor.Mertonsaid:

ThewholeChristianlife is a life in which thefurthera
personprogresses,themorehe hasto dependdirectlyon
Godandit's not theotherwayaroundat all . . Themorewe
progress,the lessweareself-sufficient.Themorewe
progress,thepoorerwegetsothat themanwho has
progressedmost,is totally poor—he hasto dependdirectly
on God.He’s got nothingleft in himself.04

Growth in thespiritual life is measuredby ones
awarenessof absolutedependenceuponAbbaandone’s
continualpetition for daily bread.Thetrueself is a living
incarnationof thepetition,“Give usthisdayour daily
bread."A greatparadoxin thespiritual life, indeed:To
matureis to becomea child, poor,needy,helplessand
dependent.“Unlessyou turnandbecomelike children,you
will not enterthekingdomof heaven."It s just anotherway
of sayingthat heavenis not earned;it is given.

Mertononcedistinguishedtwo kindsof spirituality.The
first way. basedin theSynopticGospels,is characterizedby
activefaith: A person“does" things.Thesecond—more
contemplative,morematureandmorechildlike—is based
upon thewordsof Jesusin John'sGospel:“I am the way"
(John14:6).In thissecondapproach,Mertonsaid,theperson
slops"flounderingaroundand thrashingaroundanddoing

M Thomas Menon. 'Monastic Spirituality: Citeaux' (Kansas Gty. Mo
Credence Cassettes), tape AA 2083
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thisandthat."85Oneis contentsimply to wait for theLord,
expecttheLord and thenabidein theLord.

ThisJohannineapproachrequiresa personto developa
morereceptivestancetowardstheDivine, traditionallya
characteristicof thefemininesideof thesoul Perhapsthisis
why SaintTeresaof Avila pointsto theFranciscanPeterof
Alcantarasstatementthat womenmakemuchmoreprogress
on thespiritual road thanmen.06

Womenhavethecontemplativestanceof receptivity
carvedinto their very flesh.Men,on theotherhand,are
moreinclined to remainon the pathof “active faith." They
takecontrol in thespiritual life anddo things.Theyarein
charge.They tendto equatespirituality with external
behavior.But thisactiveSynopticapproachcantakeusonly
sofar. To advancefurtheralongthespiritual road,we must

surrendercontrol,becomereceptiveand havethehumility
to be led. We mustdiscoverandembracethefeminine
aspectsof our personalitiesin orderto journeyinto the
mysteriesof themorecontemplativeway.Sadly,somemen
arejust not “man enough"to do that

Divine Carefor theTrivial

In teachingusto prayfor somethingasordinaryasbread,

Jesusalsoteachesus that nothingis too practicalor too

nitty-gritty for theFather'sconcern.Nothing is inappropriate

to placebeforeGod.Absolutelynothing.If u is a worry or a

problemor a concernfor me,thenit is alsoa worry or a
problemor a concernfor God.1 shouldnot hesitateto bring

it beforeAbba,no matterhow smallor trivial it mayseem

85 Thomas Menon “Monastic Spirituality: Part If (Kansas Gty. Mo Credence
Cassettes), tape AA 2084

* Book of Her I ife chapter 40
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God’s love hasno limits; God’sgracehasno measure;God’s
concernhasno boundary.Literally, God ison my side.

Oneafternoon,while I waspreachinga missionat Saint

AnthonyChurchin Milwaukee.Wisconsin,theparish
secretarycamebackfrom herlunchhourin anexceptionally
goodmood.Shewassingingto herselfandhadevengone
out to buysomefreshflowersfor heroffice. I enteredher
office asshewasarrangingtheflowers.

“Good afternoon.Father!I hopeyour day’ is asgoodas
mine."

“I begyour pardon,Irene?"

‘1 said, 1 hopeyour dayisasgoodasmine.'"

“You must havehada goodlunchor something.You
seemlike you’re on cloud nine."

Shereplied,“Oh. it wasa greatlunch!Godissuchagood
friend to me.A specialintentionthat I'vebeenprayingfor for
yearshasfinally beenansweredGod takesexceptionally
goodcareof his Irene“

“What happened.Irene?"I asked.
“Oh. now.Father,don’t go prying.Somethingsarebest

keptassecretsbetweenfnends."
Whetherit’s somethingastragicasa suicideor astrying

asan unansweredprayerwith Irene’s“friend," we pray,
“Give us thisdayourdaily bread."Weopenupour hands
andtrust thatGod will providefor all our needs

But to prayfor “our daily bread"is not simply anactof
childlike faith in God'sprovidence.It is alsoa commitment
to becomedaily breadfor others.

TheGospelsshowhowJesusoften brokebreadwith the
outcastsandpublicsinnersof hisday(Mark 2:15-17).Il was
a consistentsourceof scandalandgossip:“...this fellow'
welcomessinnersandeatswith them"(Luke 15:2). For in
thatact.Jesuswasbecomingthebreadof Abba’s
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unconditionallove andforgivenessfor thosewho hadbeen
written off by traditionalreligion In his tablefellowship,
Jesuswasmakingpresenttheheavenlybanquetof God’s
Kingdom wherenooneis excluded.

Almost immediatelyafterJesusdeathandresurrection,
thecommunityof believersexperiencedJesuscontinuing
presenceandministryaroundthe tableof fellowship They
told hisstoryagain;they receivedinstructionand
encouragement;andin thebreakingof bread,they
discoverednotonly theLord but alsotheirown identityand
ministry (seeActs 2:42).

BecomeWhat You Receive

While preachingm Cameroon.WestAfrica, I heardthe
storyof a youngChristianin his twentiesw ho hadcometo
thevillageof Shisongw ith hopesof gettingmedical
treatmentat thesmall hospitalstaffedby theFranciscan
sisters.He had theraredisease“elephantiasis."A person’s
extremitiesgelexceptionallylarge,swollenandappearquite
grotesque.In ihecaseof thisyoungman,it affectedhis right
arm.

Whenhecameto thevillage,noonewould sell him any
food. Villagersweredeathlyafraid of makinganycontact

with him andwrongly fearedthat if they touchedhim or his
money,they themselveswould catchthedisease.Sothey
kept him ata distancefrom thehospitalcompoundand the
market.For two daysthisyoungmancould not makehis
needfor medicineknown Healsohad nothingto eat.

A Moslemin thevillage heardof theyoungChristian's

plight He went to theopenvillage marketandbought
mangoes,peanutsandbananasandbroughtthemto the
youngman.TheMoslemdid thiseveryday in a culture
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whereinterreligiousexchangeon any level is still suspect

andvirtually taboo Oneday,theyoungChristiansaidto the
kind Moslem.“Sir, for thepastfew days,you havebeenmy

daily bread."
Thebreadwe prayfor is thesamebreadwe are

challengedto becomefor oneanother.TheMoslemof
Shisongintuitively understoodthisbetterthanthe
Christianswho prayedmerewordsat Eucharist.Theyhad

forgottento becomewhat they had themselvesreceived.To
receivetheBreadof Life is to makethecommitmentto

becometheBreadof Life for others.
Onenight while travellingin mainlandChinain 1991,1

waswriting lettersin thehotelroomwhentherewasa knock
at thedoor It wasthehotel'syoungassistantmanagerwho,

like manyChinese,wasanxiousto practicehis English The
smallsacramentaryandMasskit left on thedressermust

havegiven him theclue,for headdressedmeasShenfu.the
Chineseword for “Father."

Theassistantmanagercautiouslyacceptedmy invitation
to comein andsit down.Raisingthevolumeon the
televisionsetsonoonecouldoverhearour conversationif
the room wasbugged,hebegantelling meaboutthe
undergroundCatholicChurch.He detailedhow heand
otherChinesewho remainfaithful to Romestill endured
blatantformsof persecution.

Realizingthat we hadwon eachother’sconfidence,1
askedhim aboutthestudentprotestsfor democracyin
TiananmenSquarein 1989.With a whisperthat contained
morepridethanfear,he told mehow thisparticularhotel
hadsecretlysentvegetablesandteato helpfeedthe
protestersin Beijing In astonishmeni1 asked,"Wasn't that a
terriblerisk for this hotel?"

“Shenfu,Jesuswould havecommandedit," washis
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matter-of-factanswer.
In Chinain May of 1989,theEucharistwasnot housed

in gold ciboriumsbut wascarriedin trucksto Tiananmen
Squareundertheappearanceof vegetablesandChinesetea.

Therearesomanyhungrypeoplein thisworld andtheir
hungeris morethanphysical Childrenarestarvingfor
affection.Theelderlyaregroaningout of loneliness.People
in our familiesandcircleof friendsarecravingour timeand
attention.Thepoorand thesick yearnfor careand
understanding.Thewealthyhungerfor meaning.Our
challengeaseucharisticpeopleis to becometheBreadof Life
for others.As SaintAugustineput it: “Becomewhat you
receive."Like thatMoslemandlike thatChinesehotel
manager,we must becomethebreadthat feedsthehungry
peoplearoundus.Wearecalledto feedotherswith love,
care,compassion,concernandhospitality.

That is preciselywhat we commitourselvesto at each
Eucharist.TheCommuniondistributoraddressesthis
challengeto uspersonallyand to the wholecommunity:

"Body of Christ." "Blood of Christ."Whenwesayour
"Amen," weacceptthatchallengeWesay,"Yes! I am called
to breakmy bodyandpourout my blood for everybody.Yes!
I am daily breadfor thehungrypeopleI know andthoseI
don't know."

That "Amen" is oneof themost importantwordswe say
at Mass.Weshouldthink twice beforewesayit. It should
makeusshudder

Barracks26of Dachau

On a Wednesdayafternoonin June1986.1 walked the

groundsof Dachauconcentrationcampwith manyother

pilgrims from all over theworld. I found myself almost
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paralyzedwith grief andsorrowas1 walkedin stunned
silence,trying to understandtheSatanichorrorof Nazi

Germany I rememberpausingto prayat thespotwhere
Barracks26oncestood.It wastheprisondormitorywhich
housedsomanyRomanCatholics—includingGen.

TodayGenis thecookat a suburbanparishin Chicago
Herexperiencewhile imprisonedin Barracks26speaks
volumesaboutthemeaningof theEucharist.

EverydayCatholicprisonersof Dachaugot onemeal
which consistedof a chunkof breadthesizeof a dinnerroll
andacupof watered-downsoup.But eachday,oneCatholic
prisonerwould voluntarilysacrificehisor her meagerbread
rationfor thecelebrationof Mass.Thatchunkof bread
would beconsecratedby a priestandthensecretlypassed
aroundascommunionfor the prisoners.

Thatdaily Eucharistin Barracks26of Dachauwasnever
reducedto a pious,sentimentaldevotion.It wasquite
literally aboutdying to one’shungersothatotherscould be
fed. It wasaboutgiving so thatotherscould receive.It was.
asMertonsuggests,“the Sacramentof charity—thatcharity
by which we dedicateour freedomto Godandto one
another."87

In anotherNaziconcentrationcamp.Auschwitz,
FranciscanMaximilian Kolbeofferedto exchangehis life for
thatof thecondemnedsergeantandhusband.Francis
Gajowniczek.Kolbes “eucharistic"deathgivesstunning
witnessto thewordsof hisspiritual father.SaintFrancis:
"God thegreatAlmsgiver will regardit asa theft on my part
if I do not givewhat I havetosomeonew ho needsit more."88

Merton, Ike New Mon p 136.
w Bonaventufe's Major Life 85. Omnibus of Sovrtn, p. 692
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To receivethe Eucharistis to makethecommitmentto
becometheEucharist—for whomeverneedsit.

Broken BreadasChallengeandMirror

Francisof Assisichallengedhis followersto imitate the
eucharisticaction:

Surelywecannotbe left unmovedby loving sorrowsfor all
this; in his love,Godgiveshimself into our hands;we touch
him andreceivehim daily intoour mouths Havewe
forgottenthat we must fall into his hands?8’

As Jesushasemptiedhimself into thehandsof menand
women,sowe,ashisdisciplesarecalledto emptyourselves
into thehandsof God.AsJesushasgiven himself totally to
others,sowearecalledto give ourselvestotally to one
another.

Whenwedo not intend to becometheEucharistfor
others;whenwedo not intend to becomedaily breadfor
anotherperson;whenwe haveno intentionof giving

ourselvestotally andbreakingour bodiesandpouringout

our blood for thesalvationof thisworld, then theEucharist
ls reducedto meresentimentality.TheBreadof Life becomes
theappetizerfor apathy.

Indeed,if wedonot intendto “becomewhatwe receive."
we would dowell to absentourselvesfrom thecommunion

line “For all w hocatanddrink without discerningthe
body." PaulwarnedtheCorinthians,“eat anddrink
judgmentagainstthemselves"(1 Corinthians11:29).

Jesuschallengesuswith thesewords.“As I havebroken

my bodyandpouredout my blood for you,soyou arecalled

todothisin memoryof me."By virtueof ourbaptism,weare

Ibid . Letter to the Clergy 8-9. p 101
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theBody of Christon earth And everyday.in someway,
shape,or form, wearechallengedto becomethebreadthatis
brokenfor thehungryof theworld.

In thebreakingof thedaily eucharisticbread,weshould
recognizenot only theLord but alsoourselvesandthemany
timesour own heartshavebeenbrokenout of loveand
compassionfor others.Thebrokenbreadis not simply a

window into thelife of Jesus.It is alsoa mirror of our true

self.
TogazeupontheCrucifiedis to gazeintoa mirror where

we seethedepthsof our own povertyanddependency,
humility andchildlikeness,charily andlove.Such
contemplationalsoleadsusto rediscoverw ho we already
are:eucharisticpeoplecalled to bebrokenfor thesalvation
of theworld.

Pointsfor Reflection

Do I live with theillusion of independentself-
sufficiency?Why doesit costmesomuchto admit my
dependency'andinterior poverty?

Whendid I experienceGodastheDivine Ahnsgiver?

Which kind of spirituality is mostdominantin my life:
theactivefaith of theSynopticGospelsor the
contemplativechildlikenessof John'sGospel?

Is my life truly “eucharistic"?How?When?Is the
Eucharista devotionor a challengefor me?

CHAPTER EIGHT

‘Forgive UsOur Trespasses’

neday,Liu LaoShr,my Chinesetutor, placedten
sentencesbeforemeandgavemethe taskof
changingeachof theminto thepasttenseandthe

futuretense.In themidstof thedrill, 1 noticedan interesting

gestureof hers.Whenever1 wasin themidstof transforming
a sentenceinto the pasttense,shewould waveher hand,
motioningin front of herself And when I wastransforming
thesentenceinto thefuture,shewould waveher handover
hershoulder,motioningbehindherself 1 found thatcurious

sincewe Westernersthink of thepastbeing“behind" usand
thefuture “in front" of us.So I askedheraboutthegesture.
And sureenough,theconceptof time is reversedin the
Chinesementality:Thefuture lies behindusand the pastis

alwaysin front of us.
Unfortunately,thefalseself sometimesgrabson to this

Chineseunderstandingof time andforcesa personto stare

andobsessovera pastsin.

Marie wasa womanin her latesixties.I usedto refer to

herasthe"guardianangel"of St. Raymond'sparishin the
Bronx.Sheattendeddaily Massandwould reador be
eucharisticministerat a momentsnotice Sheoften
unlockedthechurchon themorningswhen1 overslept Her

life asa retireealsogaveher theopportunityto setupand
attendeveryfuneral Mondaymorningsfound hercounting
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thepreviousday'scollection.WheneverI would thankher
for her kindnessesanddedication.Marie would smile,

alwayswith a touchof sadnessin hereyes,andsay,“It’s a
way to makeupfor lost time.” It wasn’tuntil a yearlater that
I discoveredthat heravailabilityat theparishwas.in fact,a

penanceshehadimposeduponherself for whatshebelieved
to be"an unforgivablesin”: havinganabortionasa poorand
pregnantmneteen-year-oldwomanin a small Midwestern
town.

Theobsessionwe sometimeshavewith our pastsinsis

oneof theworstafflictionsof thesoul. It transformsusinto

insensitivejudges,renderingharshverdictsindiscriminately.
It turnsusinto victimsof ourown abuse.Thisobsession
with the pastcondemnsus to forcedlabor in a cemetery
wherewearerepeatedlyexhumingskeletonsonly to bury
themandexhumethemagain.This is thedeathcampof the
falseself. And the falseself canbe muchmoredemanding
thanGod.

Listen to the prophetMicah. Filled with awe,hestands
beforethemercy-seatof God:

Whois a God like you, pardoninginiquity
andpassingover the transgression
of theremnantof your possession?

Hedoesnot retainhisangerforever,
becausehedelightsin showingclemency.

He will againhavecompassionuponus;
hewill treadour iniquitiesunderfoot

You will castall our sins
into thedepthsof thesea.(7:18-19)

MicahsGod,ourGod,takesthesinsof our pastand
throwstheminto thedeepestoceanimaginable.Theyare
goneforever.ThenGod placesa signover thatoceanw hich
says,“No fishingallowed."WhenGod forgives,Godforgets

Abba’smercysetsusfreefrom thefalseself'sdeath

campaignWeareinvited to beasmerciful andforgiving
with ourselvesasAbbaiswith them No matterhowoftenwe
find ourselvesknockingon thedoorof forgiveness,Abbas
openarmsarealwayswaiting to carryusover thethreshold.

The Divine Initiative

Jesusrevealsthemercyof God.He tellsusthatoursaving
God is like thefatherof theprodigalsonwho waitsat home
for his belovedto return;andwhenheseeshischild on the
road,the fatherjoyfully runsout andwelcomeshim back
with openarms(Luke 15:11-32).

OursavingGod,Jesussays,is like thatanxiouswoman
who just cannotwait until morning;in themiddleof the
night,shelightsa lampandverycarefullysweepsthefloor in
hopesof finding theonelost com(Luke 15:8-10).Our
savingGod is like thatshepherdwho leavestheninety-nine
sheepandfranticallygoesin searchof theonelost sheep
(Luke 15:1-7).Every time thereis rejoicingbecause"what
waslost hasbeenfound.”

God takestheinitiative andentersoursinful world
bearingthealmsof mercyandforgiveness.All we needdois

acceptwhat we arefreely offered.We haveno legal right to

suchmercy.Wecannotearnit. Wedo not deserveit. Like all
the thingsthat really matterin thespiritual life, forgiveness
comesasa puregift from God.

Merton tells thisstoryfrom thedeserttraditionof
monasticism:

An elderwasaskedby acertainsoldierif Godwould forgive
a sinner And hesaidto him: Tell me.beloved,if your cloak
is lorn, will you throw it away?Thesoldierrepliedandsaid:
No. I will mendit andput it backon. Theeldersaidto him:
If you takecareof yourcloak,will God not be merciful to
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His own image?*1

Thereis neverreasonto despairor doubtthe forgiveness
of God,no matterhow hideous,heinous,or hateful thesin

may be.Absolutelynever.God would neverdestroyhis own
image.Recallingthespirituality of Thereseof Lisieux on the
feastof Christ theKing, 1908,Merton told a groupof
religiousin theFar East,“Don’t set limits to the mercyof
God.Don’t imaginethat becauseyou arenot pleasingto

yourself,you’re not pleasingto God.’’91 Accordingto

Bonaventure,that is whereJudasmadehis ultimatemistake.
Insteadof returningto thefountainof mercyout of hopefor
forgiveness,thedisciplebecameterrified by theenormityof
hiscrimeandsodespaired.92

Weonly needturn to God andsay,“Forgive usour
trespasses."And God respondswith thegraceof merciful
forgiveness.Thesewordsof theFranciscanAnthonyof
Paduacanbeaddressedto eachof us,evento poorJudas:
“Poorsinner,why despairof your salvationwheneverything
speaksof loveandmercy.” As thebelovedof Abba,we are
only a heart’srequestfrom forgiveness.

TheTransformationof Francisof Assisi

YoungFrancisof Assisi musthavebeena mansteepedin
shameandguilt. Celano’sfirst biographyof thesaintgives
evidenceof a verysinful pastfor which Francisneededto
repent.And Francisdid. Hesoughtout a placeof prayerone
dayat PoggioBustoneandreflecteduponall thegoodthings

*Merlon, The Wiulom of the Desert, p 76.
Thomas Merton, •Sanctity’ (Kansas City. Mo Credence Cassettes),tape AA
2459
’Tree of Life 20. in Bonaventure The Soul's Journey into God The Tree of Life

The l ife of Saint Francis. trans by Ewert Cousins (Mahwah, N J Paulist
Press. 1978)

God wasdoingthroughhim andall thegifts God hadgiven
to him.

While reflectingupon thesealmswith thegratitudeof
adoration,Francissimultaneouslywasawareof the
abominationof hissins.He startedpraying.“O God,be
merciful to methesinner."As heprayedthatprayer,Celano
writes,“therewaspouredinto Francisacertaintythatall his
sinshadbeenforgivenandaconfidenceof his restorationto
gracewasgiven him.” At that moment,Francisexperienced
thealmsof Gods merciful forgivenessin a way he never
beforehadexperienced.He acceptedwhat wasgiven him
from thethroneof grace:theawarenessthatGod took the
initiative, enteredinto hissinfulnessandstretchedout the
handof salvationto a drowningman.Ail hadbeenforgiven
andforgotten.Thereno longerwasneedto broodover his
past.Celanoconcludesthenarrationof thiseventwith a
telling remark:“[R]enewedin spirit. [Francis!seemed
changedinto anotherman.”9}

The love of God continuallyenticesusto renounce
illusionsof thefalseself, to turn aroundandcomeback
hometo our trueself.Sincemercyis a dimensionof Divine
love, it shouldcomeasnosurprisethat Franciswasrenewed
and transformedby thisexperience.Asking for pardonis

realizingthatsin is notwritten with indelibleink. Wearenot

condemnedto living with thepastin front of us,staringus
in theface.Wearenot left to drown in (hechaoscreatedby
the falseself.

Marie’sabortionwasanalbatrossaroundher neck.Her

yearsof self-inflicted penancesimply fed hershameHer

entirespiritual life andpersonalpiety wereanchoredin the

guilt of hersin.Sheoften told me thatshewasafraidGod

Celano’s First Life 26 Omnibus of Sources. p 250
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wasgoingto throw it up in her faceonJudgmentDay. “God
cannotforgivesomethingsoterrible.I’ll haveto answerfor it

and1 won’t know what to say.”
On manyoccasionsMarieandI talkedabouttheAbbaof

Jesusandhow' thisGod forgivesandforgets.1 tried to take

differentapproaches,yet eachtime I would run upagainst

the brick wall of Marie’sguilt. No argument,no matterits

craftor ingenuity,couldbreakthroughtheprisonwhich the
falseself haderectedaroundMarie’ssoul.

OneSaturdayafternoonbeforethevigil Mass.1 noticed
Mariesittingin herfavoritelocation:the pewbeforetheside
altardedicatedto theSacredHeart.I wentup togreetherand
askher to “whispera prayerfor me” asI alwaysdid.She
lookedupandsmiled.But somethingwasdifferent.There
wasnosadnessin hereyes.Shedid not evengive her usual
response,"And you do thesamefor me.” Instead,she
replied,“I’d bedelightedto. Father!”

I had thesix o’clock Massthefollowing morning—andI
overslept.1 got to thesacristyaboutfifteen minutesbefore
Massonly to discoverthat,for thefirst timesinceI hadbeen
at St. Raymond’s,Marie hadnot unlockedthechurch.

Over thefollowing weeks,Mariecontinuedto attend
daily Mass,butshesuddenlyaskednot to readanymore.She
saidit madehernervous.Shestill helpedout with funeral
preparations,butshestoppedcountingthecollectionson
Mondays.“A womanmy ageshouldbeenjoyingthemorning
talk showson television,"shesaid.

SomethinghappenedbetweentheSacredHeartand
Marie on tbatSaturdayafternoon.Sheoncehintedat it but
nevervolunteeredthe facts.I suspectshehadanexperience
of God’smerciful armswrappedaroundherasshestared
throughthe prisonbarsinto herpast.Thatwasall it took to
breakthefalseselfslock.

TheOpenBosomof Divine Mercy’

Bonaventureusesthevivid imageof a bosomto describe
themercyof God. “The GoodShepherdextendedfatherly
affection to therepentant,showingtheopenbosomof
Divine mercy.“** "Bosom”—it canmeana mother'sbreasts,
thevery placean infant finds life-giving milk and
nourishment.But “bosom” alsoconnotestheverycenterof a
man’schest,symbolizingstrengthandsecurity.
Bonaventure’simageincorporatesboth themasculineand
femininedimensionsof Divine forgiveness.

As proof of the Divine mercyof theGoodShepherd,
Bonaventurecallsuponfour witnessesfrom theGospels:
Matthew,Zacchaeus,thesinful womanwho washedthefeet
of Jesuswith her tears,and thewomancaughtin adultery.
Eachof thesewitnessessawand took nourishmentfrom the
openbosomof Divine mercy.And each,like Francisof Assisi
andMarie,waschangedinto anotherperson.

Matthew wascollectingtaxeswhenheencounteredthe
GoodShepherd(Matthew9:9-13).He must havebeen
stunnedbyJesus’simpleinvitation: “Follow me.” This
meticuloustax collector,whosepreoccupationcentered
uponaddingupdebits,wasstandingbeforeJesus,the
shepherdof forgivenesswhoonly knewsubtraction.
Matthewcould respondin only oneway. “...|H]e got upand
followed [Jesus]."Matthew’slife changeddrastically.Sodid
thelivesof somanyof the poor for whom Matthew’scalling
meanta cancellationof their taxdebts In touchingone

person,God’smercyoftenaffectsothers.
Zacchaeus'sconversionhadits rootsin hiscuriosity

(Luke 19:1-10).Also a tax collector,heclimbeda sycamore
treetogeta peekat thismanJesusaboutw homhehadheard

M Treeof Life 13
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somuch.But theGoodShepherdwasnot contentsimply to

let Zacchaeussatisfyhiscuriosity.SoJesustook theinitiative

andshookZacchaeusout of his treewith wordsof love and

anticipation:“Comedownquickly!"
Zacchaeuswasasstunnedasthecrowd which grumbled

at theMastergoing to thehouseof a sinner.But Zacchaeus
alsosawa ray of light guiding him out of his pastcriminal
extortions,andhe respondedto Jesuswith the promiseof
amends.He thensharedhis daily breadwith theGood
ShepherdSometimeswe know whatwe want;we just need
someoneto give us the practicalencouragementandadded
push.

Thesinful womanof Luke’sGospel(7:36-50)wrassoaware
of theabominationof hersinfulnessbeforetheopenbosom
of Divine mercythatsheweptat thefeet of Jesus.Her
consciencedemandedthatsheprovethedepthsof her
heartscontrition.But her past life had taughtheronly one
way to relateto men.SoshetouchedtheLord, washinghis
feet with her tears,herkissesandhercostlyointment.

Thetouch itself wasenough.Jesusunderstood.The
GoodShepherdsaid to her,“Your sinsareforgiven.Your
faith hassavedyou.Go in peace.”

Thewomancaughtin adultery (John8:3-11)—onecan
only imagineher fearandshameashersin wasparaded
beforetheentirecity. The Mosaiclaw statedhersentence
clearly:deathby stoning.

Therewasno needfor a judgein thiscase.Yet thescribes
andPhariseesbroughtherbeforeJesusto havehersentence
of deathconfirmed And whatdoestheGoodShepherdsay?
“I do not condemnyou. Go,andfrom now on,do notsin
anymore."This womanwasnourishedby themilk of God’s
forgivenessasshenursedat theopenbosomof Divine
mercy.

Bonaventureconcludeshis reflectionon themercyand
forgivenessof theGoodShepherdwith anexhortationwhich
summarizestheattitudesof thosefourGospelwitnesseswho
experiencedthefatherlyaffectionof Jesusand hisopen
bosomof Divine mercy.He writes:

Like Matthew,therefore
follow this mostdevotedshepherd,

like Zacchaeus
receivehim with hospitality;

like thesinful woman
anointhim with ointment

andwashhis feetwith your tears,

wipe themwith your hair
andcaressthemwith your kisses,

sothat finally,
with thewomanpresentedto him for judgment,

you maydeserveto hear
thesentenceof forgiveness:

“Has no onecondemnedyou?Neitherwill 1 condemnyou.
Go,andsin no more."*5

Whenwe pray,“Forgive usour trespasses”in theLord’s
Prayer,westandin line with Matthew,Zacchaeus,thesinful
womanandthewomancaughtin adultery.With thesegreat
Gospelwitnesses,we toocanexperiencethepowerof Divine

forgivenessasAbba forgetsthe past,putsthefutureback in

front of usandwelcomesus hometo thepresentmoment

with wide-openedmerciful arms.

Pointsfor Reflection

Whatsinsof my pastdoesthefalseself insist upon
placingin front of me?Why?Why do I struggleto

’’ibid, p 137
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believein God’sforgiveness?

Do I set limits uponthemercyof God?

Of Bonaventure'sfour Gospelwitnessesto theGood
Shepherdsforgiveness,with whomdo I identify the
most?
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CHAPTER NINE

‘As We ForgiveThoseWhoTrespass
Against Us’

I thappenedon my vacationin Juneof 1981asI
introducedanotherfriar to thesightsandsoundsof my
hometown.New OrleansWe boardediheSt.Charles

Avenuestreetcarat the beginningof the line andthenrolled
down CarrolltonAvenue.To thisday I still do not know
what possessedme to get off thestreetcarat theOakStreet
stop.But w’e did.

1 had not walkeddown OakStreetsincemy father's
suicidein 1968.But evenafter thirteenyears,somuchof it
remainedthesame.Thebig blueandwhite signstill
proclaimed“Haase’sShoeStore."I rememberedbeingten,

elevenandtwelveyearsold and takingtheSt. Charles
streetcarto OakStreettosurprisemy fatherwith a visit after
school.I rememberedhow my fatherwould takemeinto his
office thatoverlookedthesalesareaof thestore.1
rememberedthepetparakeetandhow'1 wouldspendendless
hourstrying to gel that bird to say“Welcometo Haases."

1 hadnot beenin thestoresincemy father'sfuneral.At

thenewsof hissuddenandiragicdeath,eachsideof the
family pointeda finger of blameat theother.As a result,1

had not seenmy father'ssideof the family or theshoestore
for thirteenyears.My father’ssister,my auntVera May,still
ow’ned andmanagedtheshoestore.As my friend andI
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passedthestore,I suddenlyfelt drawnto go in I wasscared.
I had not seenmy auntfor overa decadeAnd frankly, 1 did
not know if I wantedto seeher now. But within a matterof
seconds,1 found myself insidemy fathersstore.A salesman,

laterrevealedto beoneof my cousins,approachedandasked
if hecould helpme.

I must havelooked foolish 1 just stoodthereandfinally
blurtedout that I wantedto seemy aunt.

Within a few minutes,I heardstepscomingdown the
stairs.Thereshestood.Aunt Vera May. From a distancewe
staredat eachother:She,probablytrying to figureout who1
w as.and1, gazinguponher faceasif my fatherhadsuddenly
comealive. Within a split second,sherecognizedme And
with that,thegift wasgiven instantly.It wastheblossomof
two brokenhearts.Forgiveness.Mercy.

For thefirst lime in thirteenyears,my auntand1
embraced,shedtearsof sorrow'and regret,andheldone
another.It wasthen that I discoveredsomethingwhich I
shouldhaveknownall along.The pain of my fathersdeath,
w hich hadconsumedmefor all thoseyears,wasjust asreal
for my aunt.Sheloo had loved my father.1 discoveredthen
andtherethe uglinessandlie of holdinggrudges:Theystrip
theotherpersonof a humanheart.

My friend Dan just stoodthere.Whenit finally dawned
on him w hat he hadjust w itnessed,hesignedhimself with
thecross.And maybethat is thebestresponseto a moment

of forgiveness:to call to mind thecrucifiedChrist who
forgavehisown persecutorsashe hungupon thecross.

The Revolutionof Forgiveness

Of all the teachingsof Jesus,it w ashis teachingon
forgivingone’sneighborthat turneda doctrineof traditional

Judaismupsidedown.1raditionalJudaismsawrevenge,as
longasit wasequitable,asa way of insuringthat justicewas
done:“Eye for eye.tooth for tooth’ (Exodus21:24).Thisis
theway theHebrew'Scripturesdescribea revengethat is just
andbalanced.

ThencameJesus.He challengedthis traditional
understandingof revenge—andcauseda revolutionin our
thinkingaboutforgiveness.Jesustaughtthatauthentic
forgivenessis nota businessdeal Like charily, forgivenessis
given totally for free,with no stringsattachedHe insisted
that justiceis servednot by settlingaccountsor getting
revengebut by generouslysharingwith otherswhat we
ourselveshaveexperiencedin thealmsof God. “Just asthe
Lord hasforgivenyou,soyou alsomust forgive’ (Colossians

3:13b).Forgivingour neighboris our responseto God's
forgiveness.

To refuseforgivenessis to demandmorefrom another
personthanGodhasdemandedof us.Jesushasstrongwords
for thosewho practicethis kind of injustice:“But if you do
not forgive others,neitherwill the Fatherforgive your
trespasses"(Matthew6:15).Moreso,in the parableof the
unforgivingservant,hestatesthat this kind of hypocritical
injusticemakesusloansharksliable for punishment:

"You wicked slave!I forgaveyou all thatdebtbecauseyou
pleadedw'ith me.Shouldyou not havehadmercyon your
fellow slave,as1 hadmercyon you?"And in angerhis lord
handedhim overto be tortureduntil hewould payhisentire

debt.So my heavenlyFatherwill alsodo to everyoneof you,
if you do not forgive your brotheror sisterfrom your heart
(Matthew18:32-35)

We cannelproclaimGodasa Fatherol forgivenessin
prayerunlesswe proclaimGodasa Fatherof forgivenessby
theway we live our lives—by theway “we forgive thosewho
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havetrespassedagainstus."
Whenwe refuseto forgivesomeone,wearelike theelder

sonin theprodigalsonparable(Luke 15:28):We remain

slavesto the falseself,obeyingthecommandsof a bruised
ego.We becomeprisonersof our own hearts.

TheMechanicsof Forgiveness

Along with an internationalgroupof friars travellingin

China,1 went to meeta Chinesebishopandfellow
Franciscan.(His nameandlocationmustremain

confidentialto insurehissafety.)A memberof the
FranciscanOrderbeforetheCommunisttakeover,this
bishopwasarrestedin thelate1940’s.He wassentencedto
makeumbrellahandlesin oneof hisown churcheswhich
had beenturnedinto a factoryfor thePeople’sRepublicof
China.His treatmentwaslessthanhumane.

With thechangingpolitical windsin Chinain thelate
1980’s,this bishopwasreleasedandrestoredto his diocese
underthedirectionof thegovernment-sponsoredPatriotic
Associationof theChineseCatholicChurch,which is
permittedno lies to Rome.By the time of our visit, the
Chinesegovernmentsuspectedhe had beensecretly
legitimized by Romeasthe local episcopalordinary,andso
thiselderlybishopwasbeingcontinuallyharassedand
interrogated.Two monthsbeforeour visit, hehad been
awakenedin themiddleof thenight, broughtto a local
policestationandquestionedintenselyfor someten hours.

Whenhewasled into the parlorby hisgovernment-
appointed“assistant,"hegreeteduswith the traditional
Franciscansalutationin Latin, “Pax et bonum!" (“Peaceand
good things!").Thoughsmall in stature,heexudeda bold,
yet self-effacing,spirit. His largeroundeyesradiatedan

inner peaceandcontentment
Wespokethrougha translator,but1could tell thebishop

look an instantliking to me—perhapsbecauseI droppedall
episcopaletiquetteandcalled him by theLatin religious
namehe held in theOrder.

1askedhim directly, “FraterB., areyou angryat what has
happenedto you?"

“FraterAlbertus,"hesaid,“to dwell on themanytimes
peoplehaveslappedmeon thecheekis simply to prolong
the pain of my—” He hesitatedfor theword. He lookedat

thegovernmenttranslatorout of thecornerof hiseyes,and
thencontinued,“—the painof my hospitalization.I have
decidednot to give my doctorsthatmuchenjoyment."

Like a truefollower of Francisof Assisi,FraterB. refused
to let his pasthistoryof forcedlaborscarhim for life andfill
him with rancor.He renouncedthefalseselfstemptationto

let theangerandbitternessstick.Consequently,therewas
no “edge" to his personality.His largepeacefuleyes
witnessedto thesincerityof his words

FraterB. haddecidedto let thehurt go.
It takesa lot of emotionalandpsychologicalenergyto

keepa woundopen,to keepa grudgealive. And themore I
work to keepit alive, themoreemotionallydrained1 become
asthegrudgesapsmeof my strength.The longer I allow' a

woundto fester,or thelonger I keeppicking its scab,the
morebitterness,angerandself-pity poisonmy bloodandeat

at my heart.
Somepeopleseemto havea “velcro personality"to

whichall hurtsstick: “Five years,four months,andtwo days

ago,so-and-sodid this to me!" Treasuredemotionalwounds

andscarsbecomelike fish bonesstuck in the throat.Even

thesmallestbonecanbeexcruciating—andthemoreone

strugglesto unstickit, themoreit hurts.
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Othersseemto havethegoodfortuneof a "teflon
personality”andall hurtsseemto slide right off. But the
“teflon" is theresultof a decisionto let thehurt go. These

personalitiesdumpit into theoceanof thepast.They’stop

picking thescab.

ForgivingWith Our Eyes

Eyessheda lot of light upontheconditionof a persons
heart.Jesushimself calledour eyes“the lampof thebody"

(Matthew6:22).Theycanblazewith anger;theycanbeas
peacefulasaneveningsunset;theycandancewith
excitementandpassion;theycansoothewith thebalm of
mercyandkindness.

Francissaysthat thosewho needto beforgivenshould
discovermercy“in youreyes."In a letterwritten to an
anonymousProvincialMinister.Francisofferedsomeadvice
on how to dealwith friars whosin publicly:

[Tlhereshouldnot beanybrotherin theworld who has
sinned,howevermuch hemayhavepossiblysinned,who.
afterhehaslookedinto your eyes,would goawaywithout
havingreceivedyour mercy,if he is lookingfor mercy And if
hewerenot to seekmercy,youshouldaskhim if hewants
mercy And if heshouldsin thereaftera thousandtimes
beforeyour very eyes,love him morethanmesothat you
maydraw him backto theLord. Always bemerciful to
brotherssuchasthese.1*

Our forgiving eyesshouldoffer a refugeto thosefrantic
peoplewho.like thesinful womanof Luke'sGospel
(7:36-50),craveforgivenessbut neverlearnedthesocial
graceof askingfor it But, asFrancissuggests,eventhe
poorestbeggarhaslearnedtheart of readinganother’seyes:

Francis and Clare,p 74

noone“after looking into your eyes’shouldbedenied
finding mercy,"if heis looking for mercy.” And whatan
abundantalmsit is to preservethedignity of peopleand
offer themforgivenesswith our eyeswhenlife, for whatever
reason,hasrobbedthemof theability to askfor it with
words.

Sometimespeoplelive throughthewounds,scarsand
pain of their brokenness.Charilydemandsthat we try to
becomeawareof thewoundout of which they may be
living—evenwhentheir brokennessinflicts hurtson us.Io
besensitiveto thehurt of another'sheartis togainan insight
into what makesthat persontick.

In trying to understandtheheartsof peopleand
confrontingotherswith compassion,wesometimesdiscover
thatwhat we thoughtwasintentionalwasneverreally
intendedin thefirst place But evenif theharmis intended.
Francischallengesbelieverstooffer mercyandforgiveness—
and"a thousandtimes’if needbe!

Don’t let thehurtstickandbecomea grudge Leavethe
pastin thepast.Comebackhometo thepresent

Decidingto let goof a hurt is not a matterof “forgiving
andforgetting"—asweareoften told soglibly. In forgiving
my neighbor,I remember—but I choosenot to fussover the
past!I remember,but 1 choosenot to becomeentangledin
thetentaclesof agrudge FraterB didn't forget,but hemade
theconsciousdecisionnot to drink thevinegarof revenge
andbitternessThat is theeveningcocktail of thefalseself

The Dynamiteof Grace

Somehurtsstrikesodeeplythat we feel unableto forgive
We begindrowningin resentment,bitterness,anger.

Sometimeswe truly want to forgive,yet seemunableto find
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theemotionalstrengthto doso.
Whatdowedowhenwe want to movebeyondthehurt,

whenwe want to forgive, but we just don't know how?We
canfind asolutionin thefamousincidentnarratedby Corrie

ten Boom in her book.TheHiding Place.
Corrieten Boom lived in AmsterdamduringWorld War

11. Becauseher family wascaughtshelteringJews,sheand
hersisterBetsyweresentto theinfamousRavensbruck
concentrationcamp.Only Corriesurvived.

After thewar.CorrietenBoomcommittedherselftoa life
of lecturing.ShetraveledthroughoutEuropespeakingon
the topic of forgivenessandreconciliation.

Onedayaftergiving hertalk in Munich,Germany,a man
cameforward to thankher for the talk. Corriecouldn't
believehereyes.He wasoneof theNazi guardswho usedto

standduty in thewomen'sshowerroomat Ravensbruck.
The manreachedout to shakeCorrie'shand,but she

froze After all her talkson forgiveness,shecould not reach
out her handin friendship.Her physicalbody remembered
toosharplythehorrorof thecampandthedeathof her
belovedsister.Corriewasblockedemotionally,stuckin the
cripplinganddebilitatingrut of resentment,bitterness,
hatred.

AsCorriestoodthere,frozenwith shock,thebattleraged
insideof her.Shewastorn betweentheseductivedesireto

balancethescalesof justicewith violenceandrevengeandto
heedJesus'challengeof forgivenesswhich sheherselfhad
preachedsooften.Sosheprayedsilently to herself,"Jesus,I
cannotforgive thisman.Give meyour forgiveness.”

And assheprayedthat prayerandashermind'seye
reviewedtheyearsof brutality,suffering,humiliation,death,
herhandsuddenlylifted from herside!Thisformerprisoner
foundherselfoffering theformershowerguardtheonething

shethoughtshedid not know how to give. "I forgive you.
brother,with all my heart!”

CorrietenBoom'sexperienceremindsusthatforgiveness
is not simply a matterof choice,of makinga decision It is
alsoa gracefrom God—the"eighthgift" of the Holy Spirit.
And we haveto bewilling to prayfor it: "Jesus.I cannot
forgive this person.Give meyour forgiveness."Willpower
andpersonaldesirearenot alwaysenoughto breakthrough
thewall of resentmentandbitternessbuilt aroundtheheart
by thefalseself.We sometimesneedthedynamiteof Gods
grace.

And it will come.It might comelike lightningasin
Corriescase.It might takeyearsasit did with my auntand
me.Sowe prayfor thegraceto forgive thosewho trespass
againstuspatiently,lovingly, confidently.

Inner Healing

When1 meetpeoplein spiritualdirectionwhoarestuck
in the rut of bitternessor whoseemparticularlyattachedto
a certainpasthurt or injustice,I ask themtwo questions:
Whatareyou gainingby keepingthisgrudgealive?What
needis it satisfyingin you?

Our desirefor revengeor self-pityandour needto hold
on to a grudgearesometimesthelip of an icebergthat runs
deepdown insideof us.Onehasto getbelow thesurfaceof
theself-pityandemotionalneedfor justicein orderto find
out whatarethedeeperissuesmanifestedin thegrudgeor

desirefor revenge.In otherwords,somegrudgesareactually
pointingto deeperaspectsof one'spersonalitywhich have
yet to befacedandintegrated.

In theparableof theprodigalson.theelderson'sanger
andrefusalto enterhis brother'shomecomingpartywere
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actuallymanifestationsof a muchdeeperwound Theelder
sontold his father:

Listen'Forall theseyearsI havebeenworking like aslavefor
you.and1 haveneverdisobeyedyourcommand... But when
thissonof yourscameback,who hasdevouredyour
propertywith prostitutes,you kill thefattedcalf for him!
(Luke 15:29-30)

Theeldersonneverfelt accepted,appreciatedor loved by
his father.Thatwastherealissue.Furthermore,hehadbeen
continuallyfrustratedin hisattemptsto earnhis father’s
approval,attentionandaffection.And sohis resentment
towardshis youngerbrotherwasreally pointingto a deeper
wound:He felt like a forgottenorphan;hedid not feel
beloved.

Whatarcyou gainingby keepinga grudgealive?What
needis it satisfyingin you?Answersto thesequestionsoften
revealfundamentalwoundsout of which manypeoplelive
their livesand thevery reasonthey reactto othersout of
bitternessandmalice.Thehostility directedtowardothersis
reallya projectionof one’sinnerwound.

Lack of self-love,theabsenceof a loving parentduring
one’sformativeyears,thescarsof sexualabuse,living in the
shadowof a moretalentedsibling—thesearewoundsthat
neverreally heal.Justlike thewoundsstill visible on the
RisenChrist,somehavesoshapedour presentidentity that
they remainwith usforever.Yet, alsolike thewoundsof the
RisenChrist, thesewoundsdo stopbleeding.They no longer
drain usof our emotionalandpsychologicalenergies.They
no longercondemnusto our past.By thegraceof God.they
becomeour marksof victory and theverysignsof God's
healingpowerin our lives. They becomeproclamationsthat
"deathhasbeenswallowedup in victory” (1 Corinthians
15:54).“(I]f we havebeenunited with (Christ] in a death

like his, we will certainlybeunitedwith him in a
resurrectionlike his” (Romans6:5).

Thewoundsof crucifixion dry upandaretransformed
into themarksof resurrectionthemomentmy desirefor
revengeis convertedinto thebalm of mercyandforgiveness.
That change—or emotional"shift” —often occursthrough
thegraceof an insight.Sometimesa personarrivesat that
insight throughsomeform of inner healing:psychotherapy,
prayer,membershipin twelve-stepsupportgroups,dialogue
with a lovedoneor a trustedfriend.1 oftensuggestto those
I counselthat theydeveloptheir own personalmethodof
innerhealingbasedupon five importantprinciples:the
continuingpresenceof a loving, compassionateChrist,a
reviewof the pastevent;the“stepof compassion”;calling
uponthehealingministryof Christ;andtheproclamationol
newlife.

Thecontinuingpresenceof a losing, compassionateChrist.
Thefirst principleof innerhealingis that it isalwaysdonein
thepresenceof JesustheDivine Physician.He is theonewho
heals,comfortsandconsoles.TheJesuswho wept at the
newsof Lazarus'sdeathis thesamecompassionateJesuswho
ministersto us. He hasan investmentin our brokenhearts.
“The Lord is nearto the brokenhearted,andsavesthe
crushedin spirit” (Psalm34:18)."[God] healsthe
brokenhearted,and bindsup their wounds"(Psalm147:3).

We must trust thatasweapproachany methodof inner

healing
A review of the past event.We mustgo backto the past

eventand takeanotherlook at it. This is the hardesttaskof

inner healingbecausewe tend to live our lives “around"our
wounds,evadingour hurls,skirtingourscars.We rarely,if
ever,confront them headon

Mary hasa fine reputationamongthemembersof her
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congregation.In public,sheappearsorganized,upbeatand

fun-loving. But thepeoplewho live with herseea very
differentsideof Mary: troubled,lethargic,vergingon
alcoholism,constantlydrained.Mary hasspentmostof her

life refusingto confrontsomedeepemotionalissueswhich

areprobablycenteredaroundher motherwhomshenever
talksabout.Mary is living her life “around” her wound.

Ourexternalbehaviorsoften betraythefact that we are

runningawayfrom somethingor actively repressing
something.Sex,alcohol,workaholicbusyness,
uncontrollableanger—thesearenot usually thereal
problems.Theyarewhat wearedoingabout theproblems.
The processof innerhealingis delvingbelow the
manifestationof the problemto get to theproblemitself. We
get rid of weedsby pulling themup by their roots.We
confrontthepasthead-on.

Manywill chargethat “draggingup thepast” is fruitless
andwastestimeon thingsthatarebestforgotten.But we
must rememberthatemotionalwoundsarelike physical
wounds:Theydo not healif theyareneglected;theyonly
becomeinfected.The hurt mustbe broughtinto the light of
thesunandtreated.It demandsto be recognized.

Thisdoesnot mean,however,thatall woundscan—or
should—beconfrontednow. We mustnot violateourselves
andforceourselvestoconfrontissuesor eventswhich weare
not readyto face.To dosois to promotethementalityof the
falseself.

Healingis not anachievement;it is a gift. Whenthe time
is right, thememorywill “perk up" to thesurface.That is a
sign that it is time to beginthehealingprocess.In the
meantime,Abba hasgiven usour defensemechanisms
preciselysothat we canprotectourselvesfrom thevery
issuesor woundsthat wearenot yet readytoconfront.Joan’s

tragedyoffersa vivid example.
At an earlyage,Joanhadbeensexuallyabusedby her

father.For twenty-sixyearsshehad repressedthatabuse.At
agethirty, shefell in lovewith Bill. At timesshebeganto feel
“uncomfortable"duringtheir relationshipbut didn’t quite
know' why. Sheoften projectedthose“uncomfortable”
feelingsuponBill. Thesemixedsignalsstrainedtheir
relationship.Thendreamsbegan,andJoanwould awakento
feelingsof stressandanxiety.Finally cameconscious

flashbacksto the pastincidentwith her father Thewound
was"perkingup." It wascalling for attentionand healing It
wastime to facethepastabuse.

Healingbeginswith the journeythroughthememoryto
thepast—but in thepresenceof the RisenChrist.We must
allow ourselvesto enteragaininto thedarknessof the
betrayal,theabuse,thehurt, thewound We exposethe
entireincident to thelight shiningthroughthewoundsof
theRisenChrist.We recall thedetailsof theexperienceand
thefeelingsit raisedinsideof us.At this point, verbalizing
theexperienceto a caringfriend or someonein thehelping
professionscanbeof utmostvalue.

The“step of compassion."The third stepof inner healing
is the“stepof compassion"whenwe momentarilystep

throughour pain,angerandhurt to placeour feet in the
shoesof thebetrayer,to understandtheheartof thebetrayer.
This is preciselyw hat thefatherof the prodigalson
encouragedhiselderson to do in orderto breakthroughhis
resentment:“|W]e had to celebrateandrejoice,becausethis
brotherof yourswasdeadand hascometo life; he waslost
andhasbeenfound" (Luke 15:32).Understandingbreeds

forgiveness.
Severalquestionshelp in that processof understanding

ourbetrayer.Out of whatemotionalwoundwasthebetrayer
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living? What pain filled the heartof (he betrayerthat would
causea personto reactto usor treat usin theway the
betrayerdid? How emotionallyhealthyis thebetrayer?An

insight will sometimesplant itself within oursoulsaswe try

to understandthebetrayer'sheart,aswewalk in theshoesof
theonewho betrayedus.aswe enterinto the flamesof the
betrayers hell.

Only whenwe understandtheweaknessesand
imperfectionsof otherscanwre forgive themwith humility
andcompassion—thetwo virtuesThomasMerton believes
areessentialto Christianforgiveness.He writes:

If we forgive [others]without humility, our forgivenessis a
mockery:it presupposesthat wearebetterthanthey.Jesus
descendedinto theabyssof our degradationin orderto
forgive usafter He had.in asense,becomelower thanusall.
It is not for usto forgiveothersfrom lofty thrones,asif we
weregodslookingdownon themfrom Heaven We must
forgive themin theflamesof their own hell, for Christ,by
meansof our forgiveness,onceagaindescendsto extinguish
theavengingflame.He cannotdo this if wedo not forgive
otherswith His own compassion.97

Thewoundleft by my father’ssuicidebeganto dry upas
I becamemoreandmoreawarethat Dad wasprobablydoing
thebesthecould on thatday.If hecould havedonebetter,
he probablywould have.But on October22, 1968,that was
all he w ascapableof. And Joanbeganto be relievedof some
of thetraumaof herearlysexualabuseasshegrew’ in the
realizationof her father’semotionalsickness.

Innerhealingbeginswhenwe realizethat mostof the
lime, mostpeopleweredoingthebesttheycould.Sadly,the
peoplewho shapeour brokenpersonalitiesarebroken

Thomas Merton. NoMmIs an Island (Garden City. NY. Image Books. 1967).
p. 16)

themselves.Doesthat brokennessexoneratethemfrom the
traumaor injury theyinflicted uponus?Doesthatabsolveor
vindicateadultswhodeliberatelybetrayour trust?No. The
“stepof compassion”hasbut onesinglepurpose:to walk in
theshoesof thebetrayerin orderto realizethat crippled
peoplecannotwalk without a limp And life beingasit is, we
areall limping.

Calling uponthehealingministry of Christ.After we have
lived throughtheexperienceagainin the presenceof the
RisenChrist and tried to understandthe heartof the
betrayer,wecanthentakethenextstepto innerhealing:We
turn toJesusandaskhim to minister to us.

TheRisenChrist is both thephysicianand thebalm We
allow thehealinglight thatshinesthroughhisglorified
woundsto penetratethedeeprecessesandcavernsof our
brokenhearts.Thepower“flowing from Jesus'resurrection"
(Philippians3:10)will oftenburnawaythefalseselfsneedto

crusade,to bevindicated,to bejustified, to haverevenge.
And throughChristshealingtouch,light appearswhere
darknessonceprevailed.Life comesforth ashecallsdown
thewoundsof our past,“Comeout!"

Sometimes,evenafter life is restored,thereis work to be
done.After raisingLazarus,Jesussaid to thosestandingby.
“Unbind him. andlet him go” (John11:44) In restoringlife
to thoseareasm our pastwhich havesowoundedusor

causedusdeepemotionalpain,Jesusoftenenliststhehelpof

othersto unbindus.Thusinner healingoften is

accompaniedby professionalcounseling,spiritualdirection
and membershipin supportgroups

The proclamationof new life. Over time and throughthe

graceof inner healing,thewoundsof the pastbegin to dry

up They no longerdrain usof our emotionalenergy.The

infectionsof anger,bitternessandself-pity graduallyfade
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from our lives.Thoughwecannothelpbut look al theworld
throughthewoundsand hurtswhich haveshapedus,we

beginlo realizethatit is not nearlyashostileasweoriginally
thought.

An emotional“shift” occurs.We begin to walk on equal
groundwith otherbrokenpeoplewhoaresometimesin need
of our forgivenessagain Wealsofind ourselvesreaching
throughour wound to extenda helpinghandof compassion
to thosesufferingthesamepain or hurt that we once

endured.
Thefinal stepof healingcomeswhenwe canannounce

ourown new life. Whensomeoneasks,“Whereis thatyoung
boywhoselife wasshatteredby his belovedfather'ssuicide?"
or, “Whereis thatbitter,distrustingwomanwho was
sexuallyviolatedby thevery parentshesoinnocently
trusted?”or, “Whereis that personwho wassoseverely
scarredby divorce?"or, “Whereis that manw ho hated
himself?,” we reply with theangelsat the tombon Easter
morning.“Why do you look for theliving amongthedead?
He is not here,but hasrisen” (Luke 24:5b-6).

Whenwe pray for thecourageandgraceto forgive those
who trespassagainstus in theLord’s Prayer,we arealso
committingourselvesto sharein thehealingdimensionof
Christ’sresurrection:ihe proclamationthata deeper
experienceof Abba’s unconditionallove andmercyexists
despitethehurtsandwoundsinflicted upon us by others.
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Pointsfor Reflection

Is therea personwhom I refuseto forgive?Why?What
am I gainingby keepingthat grudgealive?What need
is it satisfyingin me?

In a recentactof forgiveness,whatdid I learnaboutmy
betrayer?

Whendid 1 experiencesomeoneforgiving me “with
their eyes"?How did I reactto that?

How have1 experiencedthehealingpowerof Christ’s
resurrectionin my own processof inner healing?
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CHAPTER TEN

LeadUs Not Into Temptation’

"V "X 7"e havea"experiencedtemptation.We re
% /% / temptedto keepour mouthsshutandnot tell

thelady at thedrugstorethatshegaveusa
dollar too much in change.We’re temptedsexually.Were
temptedto ignoretheoutstretchedhandbeggingfor loose
change.Were temptedto tell a little white lie for thesakeof
our prideor reputation.We re temptedto remainsilent
beforetheinjusticescommittedagainstthepoorand
powerless.Were temptedto lashout with angry,violent
wordsagainstthoseclosestto us.Temptationwearsmany
hatsandcomesin differentdegrees,but by its very nature,

it’s alwaysenticingandseductive.
Rationalizationis thebridgefrom thelandof temptation

to thedesertof apathy,evil, sin:

• "The cashierat thedrugstoreshouldbe morecarefulwhen
givingchange.If shewantstogivemeanextradollar.I'll take
it!”

• "If thatpoorfellow wentout andgot a job like me,he
wouldn't haveto begfor moneyon thestrceicorner.”

• "1 can'tbebotheredwith writing a letterto my senator.

After all, we live in theUnitedStates,not CentralAmerica!”

Rationalizationis the thinking processwhich fuelsthe

illusion anddeceptionof thefalseself. It is a trapsetby
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thepowerof evil.
What is this “power of evil”? ThomasMerton told the

youngmonksof Gethsemanithathedoubtedif thedevil had
a tail, horns,or carrieda pitchfork. But headded,“...behind
theattractionsandthesurfaceof thingsin theworld, thereis

a forceat work to deceivepeople—a forceof deception."
Languageis inadequateto describethis forceyet, Merton
staledbluntly, “Somethingscooking... And look out!... If
youstayout of thewayof thisforce—whateverit is—youare
betteroff. And if you go horsingaroundwith it, you arein

trouble.
Rationalizationis a way of “horsingaround"with the

realityof evil. Theprocessof thinking promotedby thefalse
self andthepowerof evil is coldly logical andcruelly
detachedfrom emotion.Mertonsaysthat thedecisionto fire
nuclearweaponswill be madeby “sanepeople"who “have
perfectlygood reasons,logical, well-adjustedreasons,for
firing theshot.Theywill beobeyingsaneordersthat have
comesanelydown thechainof command... Whenthe
missilestakeoff, then,it will he no mistake."99

How oftendowe find ourselvestrying to comeupwith a
reasonfor doingsomethingthatwe know in our heartsis
wrong?How oftendo we find ourselvesdoingall kindsof
mentalgymnasticsin orderto justify something—“sane"as
it maybe—that issteepedin theselfishnessandpurelogicof
thefalseself?Wheneverwedo,themusichasstartedplaying
andtheslow danceof temptationhasbegun.“Lead usnot
into the tempationof sinful rationalization."

A friar onceconfessedto methatheis moreembarrassed
by his temptationsthanby hissin.That is a keeninsight.To

Thomas Merton. “The Patience o( Conversion" (Kansas City.Mo.: Credence
(

Cassettes), tape AA 2232.
Thomas Merton, "A Devout Meditation in Memory of AdoH Eichmann," in
Raids on the Unspeakable (New York: New Directions. 1964).p. 47.

sin takesa split second.It is the heart’sdive into the pool of
deliberateweaknessandwilled imperfection.We usually
spenda lot moretime planningthedive, horsingaround"
with thetemptation.

Theway we mull overour temptationsandfine-tuneour
argumentsfor actingupon themareindicationsthat we
actuallyenjoy thedancewith thedevil. The way we poke
aroundvarioustemptations,like hunterscheckingto seeif
theanimalis really dead,revealsour continuingattraction
andfascinationwith theswaggeringexcitementof thefalse
selfsagenda.

The Idolatry of the‘Eight P’s’

Therearetemptations,and thereis Temptation!
Little white lies. Apathyandindifferencetowardsour

brothersor sisters.Sexualtemptations.Theyareall
temptationswith asmall “t." Theyarereal.Theyoccurevery
dayof our lives. They temptusto promotethe logic of the
falseself throughrationalizationandjustification The more
we respondto them,themoretheybecomesecondnatureto
us.

But thereis alsotemptationwith a capital“T.” It is the
greattemptation:the primordial temptationof Jewsand
Christiansto worshipa falsegod.This too is the
“temptation"we pray not to be “led into” in theLord's
Prayer.

Idolatry is soveryseductive.Its trapis setveryearly in

life andmostof usget caughtin it, thoughfew of usare

awareof havingdoneso.
1 fall prey to worshipinga falsegod becausesociety,

upbringingor friendstell me thereis somethingmissingor

lackingin my life. Whateverit might be, I am told that “this
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missingthing will makeyou happy.”So1 developa tastefor
it. I craveit. 1 desireit with all my heart 1 goafter it. I

becomeobsessedwith gettingit, havingit, keepingit and
accumulatingmoreof it. My life revolvesaroundit. When1

haveit, 1 tell myself that 1 am happyand that life is going

well. When I don't haveit, I tell myself that I am unhappy.1
am its slave.

Power,prestige,people,possessions,productivity,
popularity,pleasureandposition—thesearethegolden
calvesof the twentiethcentury.These“eight P’s" arethe“it”

we needto behappy.Without the“eight P’s.” werenothing
Werefailures And so,like AdamandEve,we keepreaching
out to pluck these“eight P's."convincedtheywill bring us
happinessand peace.

We all know power-hungrypeople They haveto have
power,controlandmasteryoveryour life, my life and
everybodyelse’slife. Thesearethepeoplewho havean
emotionalneedto be king of the hill or queenfor a day,
sevendaysa week—and they will not be happyuntil they
are.Their falsegod is power

We all know peoplewho act like peacocks.Mastersand
mistressesof thegrandentrance,theycraveprestigeand
position Like power-hungrypeople,theywill lie, cheatand
back-bitein orderto get thepromotionor beappointedto

somespecialposition.They love to seetheir namesin lights.
Theygoaftermoreandmorehonor,glory andpraise.And
themoretheyhave,the moretheywant.Theyarenever
content.Their everymoveproclaimsthewordsof the
bumper-stickeron my bedroomdoor,“We’ll get alongfine
assoonasyou realizeI AM GOD.” Their idolsareprestige
andposition.

Somepeopletry to boosttheir poorself-imageswith the
passinghappinessof possessions.Themore“stuff' these

peoplehave,themoresecureandattractivethey think they
are.Their self-worthis tied up in theexternalobjectswhich
newspapersandtelevisionclaim arethemeasuresof
happinessandsuccess:big houses,fancycars,expensive
jewelry,fashionableclothes.Thereis nothingwrongwith
thesethings,but peoplewho worshippossessionsgo after
themthinking theyequalabundantlife. Consequently,they
becomepossessedby their own possessions.

Workaholicsworshipproductivity.Mertondescribes
them:

Thesoul that projectsitself entirely into activity,andseeks
itself outsideitself in thework of its own will is like a
madmanwhosleepson thesidewalkin front of his house
insteadof living insidewhereit is quiet andwarm. Thesoul
that throwsitself outdoorsin orderto find itself in theeffects
of its own work is like a fire that hasnodesireto burn but
seeksonly to go up in smoke.100

Thoughalwaysvergingon exhaustion,thesepeoplekeep
crankingout thework so thatotherswill admirethem,like
them,respectthem,andmostof all. needthem Sometimes
obsessedwith a successmeasuredby reportcards,progress
reportsor yearlyevaluations,they forget to live.

Whensicknessor mandatoryretirementforcesthese
peopleto stopworking, theyfeelasif life hascometo an
end.Why? Becausethey feel uselessandworthless.Their
self-worthandself-esteemaretied up in what theydo.not in

w ho theyare.
The lonely peopleof theworld really and truly believe

thatsomepersonwill cureall their restlessnessandanxiety.

A morecaringspouseor onemorefriend, theythink, will
easetheirdissatisfactionand unhappiness.More thanone

couplehasmadethe tragicdecisionto haveanotherchild in

100 Merton. No Man Is an Island, p 98.
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hopesof solvingthe“seven-yearitch’ in marriage

Unfortunately,thechild becomesa pawnbetweentwo

unhappypeople.Peoplearenot solutionsto ouremotional
problems.

During his four yearsasa Franciscan,Tony wasa very
closefriend of mine.Theimmediaterapportbetweenus
blossomedinto a wonderfulandcaringfriendship
Naturally,1 washurt whenhecalled that Februaryevening

andtold me he wasleavingtheOrder I felt betrayed.1 was
angry.1 wantedto keephim from leavingbecause1 knew
that,onceheleft, our friendshipwould change.And it did.

We lost contactlor four years.Thenwhile preachinga
parishmissionin thecity whereTony wasliving, 1 called
him on thephone.Within minutes,we madearrangements
to goout to dinnerthatevening.And beforeI knew'it, we
weresitting togetherin a restaurantenjoyingeachother’s
companyagain.

ThateveningTony answereda questionleft unaskedfor
four years.“Why did you leavetheOrder?”

Heansweredbluntly. Hecould not find meaningin the
painof celibacy.Hesaidthat thelonelinesswouldsometimes
crushhim at night. He said,“As muchas1 loved theOrder
andwhatit standsfor, 1 cameto realizethat1 neededa wife
more."

After he left theOrder,Tony got a job with oneof the
“Big Ten"accountingfirms in Cleveland.Within a year he
hadmeta woman,fallen in love,andw'ascurrentlysharing
anapartmentw’ith her.

“Judy and I havebeentogethernow for sometwo anda
half yearsandyet.Albert, I’m still not happy.I’m just not
satisfied.And that is beginningto causesomefrustrationin

my relationshipwith Judy.1 think 1 know why. 1 guessTve
beenaskingher to do theimpossiblefor me’

He hit thenail on thehead Tony hadmadetheclassic
mistakethatsomanypeoplemakein marriage.Onespouse
expectstheother“to makemehappy."

Peoplewho worshippleasurearein constantsearchof
anotheremotionalhigh that will give thema quick fix. Out
of desperationor sheerboredom,thesethrill-seekerssearch
out formsof diversionandentertainmentthatcanoften
triggeraddictionor developinto unhealthycompulsions:
alcohol,sex.drugs,romance,gambling,food.

Pleasure-worshipershaveanemotionalneedlor constant
excitementandstimulation.Everydayof their lives must be
spectacularandupbeat.Sadly,thesepeoplelive a vicious
cycleof frustration:to havea thrill fulfilled issimply to

deepenone’spassionandyearningfor it.

Worshipersof popularityrun to partyafterparty,smiling
politely, telling thesamejoke overandover,all thewhile
carefullyconstructinga friendly, likable mask.But behind
their performancesarc thepainful questionsof insecure
children.“Do you like me?Am 1 OK? Do you find me
acceptable?"Merton himself struggledwith thisover-
sensitivityto theopinionsof others,referringto it ashis
“allergy.”10'

In a Sundayafternoonlectureto his monastic

community,Merton referredto this falsegod of popular
approvalasan "Americantrait" anda “specialproblem”
which oftendominatesa person’slife unconsciously.When
it creepsinto one’sspiritual life, he notedtheattentionit

commandsandits divisive effects:

It getsin theway of your freedom..andspiritual
perception... It will block you off. You will bring your
energiesover to this problemof pleasingsomebodyinstead

101 Merton By ThoseWho KnewHim Best.rd PaulWilkes(SanFrancisco
Harperand Row,1984).p 96-
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of goingon with thething that’s really important.You canbe
easilydivertedfrom thedeepwork.102

Peoplewho maketheesteemof othersa priority in life
arehinderedin discoveringthe trueself. Theyareincapable
of freely discerningandrespondingto their unique

contributionto the Dreamof the Kingdom.They needthe
permissionof others.Thoughthey usuallyappearashappy,
fun-loving people,theyareactuallyweak,shallowpeople
whoacquiesceandcapitulateto thew himsanddictatesof
others.Their opinionsandactionschangelike theweather.
Thesepeoplearenot their own persons.Theyareliterally
following someoneelse'sagenda.

Society,upbringingor friendshavetaughtus that
self-esteemcomesfrom a trim body, thedoctoraldiploma,
theapprovalof others.Happinessis havingthebig house,

theperfectspouse,theall-Americanchildren.Love means
sexor sexmeanslove. Dominationandcontroldisplay
self-assurance.We havebeendeceivedinto thinking that we
desperatelyneedthesetwentieth-centurygoldencalvesin
orderto be happy.That is an illusion. That is thelie of the
falseself Thatis thegreattemptation Many of usspendthe
first half of our lives runningafterandworshippingthese
falsegods But God hascleverly programmedour emotional
growth with thegraceof themid-life crisis.

At thecrucial periodof mid-life, the realizationthat the
“eight P’s" arenot the “trump cardsto successand
happiness’comescrashinginto our lives. We realizethat
theycannotmakeushappy.Theyareincapableof giving our
lives meaning.Theyarefalsegods.

It wasnodoubtafter hisown mid-life crisis thatSaint
Paulwrote to thePhilippians:

ll‘ Merton,'SpiritualDirection'

Yet whatevergainsI had,these1 havecometo regardasa loss
becauseof Christ.More thanthat,1 regardeverythingasloss
becauseof thesurpassingvalueof knowingChristJesusmy
Lord. For hissakeI havesufferedthe lossof all things,and I
regardthemasrubbish,in orderthat I maygainChristand
be found in him. .. (3:7-9a)

To proclaimGodasFatherin prayeris to proclaimGod
asFatherby theway we live our lives. Practicallyspeaking,
thatmeansrefusingto getcaughtin thepigpen,the trapof
the “eight P’s," andreturninghometo anawarenessof the
trueself, “Christ and beingfound in Christ," the Divine
presencein which we dwell and thatdwellswithin us.

Slaveryand Addiction

We searchfor godsoutsideourselves.To quoteMerton’s
phrase,thatkeepsus“on thesidewalkoutsidethe house."It
compelsustodartandflit from onetoy to anotherlike bored
little children.It drivesus into the “bondageto decay"
(Romans8:21).And on a deeperlevel, it is a foolish denial
of death.

Manyof usunconsciouslybelievethat wecanbecome
rich enough,powerful enoughandfamousenoughto rob
deathof its sting.Grantedwemaynot besobold or naiveas
to verbalizethis;yetoursinsof idolatry proclaimit. At times

we haveto learnthehardway that “you can’t takeit with you
whenyou die.”

By a profoundparadox.SisterDeathteachesus thegreat

existentialtruth thatsomepeopleneverlearn in life: We are
beggars.Indeed,theuneducatedwhoattemptto passover

thethresholdof this life to thenext with lotsof baggageand
souvenirs,end up looking like fools. Take,for example,a
millionaire in Boca Raton,Florida,whosefinal request,

written in his will, wasto beburied in hisgold-plated
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Cadillac,sittingin thedriver’sseatwith a two-dollarcigar in

hismouthandtheair-conditioningturnedon.His final wish
wascarriedout to thelast detail. “Now thats really living!
commentedonegravediggerwho witnessedthisbizarre
spectacle.

Whenwe really believethat happinessis havingit all,

thenwe areno betterthanthe millionaire trying to get into

heavenwith his gold-platedCadillac.“[O]nes life doesnot

consistin theabundanceof possessions”(Luke 12:15).

And everytime weareenviousor jealousof whatother
peoplehave,weareno betterthanthatgravediggerlooking
downwith jealousadmirationon that humancorpsein an
automobile.

Ourworshipof the“eight P's"isa humiliation for us.We
obeythecaresanddesiresof theegoandtheflesh.We arein

bondageto powerandpopularity.Weareslavesto social
approvaland theprestigeandstatusthatcomefrom piling
up possessions.“For 1 do not do what 1 want,but 1 do the
very thing1 hate” (Romans7:15b).

In effect,our heartsarenot free.Theyarcweigheddown
by thegravenimageswhich we think will makeushappy.
We think we needtheseidols sowe trudgethroughlife,
pushingour possessionsin abandonedgrocerycarts.

Partof thespiritual journeyis breakingfreefrom the
consciousandunconscioushold thatour attachmentsand
passions,especiallythoseaddictedto the“eight P’s," have
uponus.Il demandsbreakingthecompulsionandemotional
necessityto follow theagendaof thefalseself. This process
traditionallyhasbeencalled“mortification of theappetites"
or “detachment.”

TheancientChinesephilosopherChuangTzuspeaksfor
all thegreatspiritualtraditionswhenhedescribesthegoalof
mortificationanddetachment:

No drives,nocompulsions.
No needs,noattractions:
Thenyouraffairs
Are undercontrol.
You area freeman.101

This is the “freedomof theglory of thechildrenof God"
(Romans8:21).This is our vocation:“For freedomChrist
hasset usfree... |Y)ou werecalled to freedom"(Galatians
5:1,13). This is thehomeof thoserootedin the trueself:
“|W]here theSpirit of the Lord is, thereis freedom*(2
Corinthians3:17b).But its attainmentcomeswith a price:
radicalheartsurgery.

TheSpiritualCardiogram

Jesussays,“For whereyour treasureis, thereyour heart
will bealso" (Matthew6:21).Thespiritualcardiogram,
basedupontheinsightsof Anthonyde Mello, S.J.,can
determinethedepthof a person'sobsessionwith and
addictionto the “eight P's.’’

Here’show' the“cardiogram"works:Spendsometime

alone.Journeyinto your heart.Think of yourgreatest
treasureor prizedpossessionMaybeit’s your house,
automobile,spouse,children,friend, reputation,emotional
health,statusin life, job, or evenimageof God.

Onceyou haveidentified your “treasure,"openthe
treasurechestof memoriesassociatedwith it. Call to mind
themanytimesyou investedtime,energyandmoneyin

enjoyingit, promotingit and protectingit Recall thegood
timesandthedifficult timesconnectedwith your treasure.

Think of what it hasdonefor you. Ponderthesatisfaction

1051homasMerton.TheWay of ChuangTzu(NewYork: New Directions.1969),

p 112
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andpleasureit continuesto give you.
Now, honestlyandsincerelymonitoryour emotional,

gut reactionsto thefollowing statementsof wisdom:

• Your greatesttreasureis your heaviestchainof slavery.
Drop it andyoure free!

• Whenyou havelost your mostprizedpossession,you have
only lost a toy.a merebaby'srattle.

• Life isa banquet.Thereasonwhy therearesomanyhungry
peoplein theworld is becausethey prefertheir toysover
their meal.

Thedepthof your resistanceto thesetruthsrevealsthe
degreeto which you arein bondageto the“eight Ps"—and
in needof radicalheartsurgery.‘[T]he gateis narrow'and
theroadis hard that leadsto life, andtherearefew’ who find
it” (Matthew7:14),

TheCure

1 hadbeentn the FranciscanOrderfor only four years.1
canstill rememberthenight duringmy theologystudies
whenI hearda laywomantalk abouther life of radical
poverty.Shewasliving ona very limited income,hadonly
two dressesin herentirewardrobeandspenther life
workingwith thepooron thestreetsof Chicago.1 wentback
to thefriary thatnight feelingguilty anddepressed.Here1
was,a Franciscanfriar, someonewho hadfreely vowed
povertyaspartof hisdaily life, whocouldspendtenor
fifteen minutesin themorningtrying to decidewhich of his
manysweatersto wearthatday.Guilt motivatedme to look
againat my understandingof poverty.1decidedto giveaway
a lot of my clothesandtold my fellow’ friars1 wasoptingfor
a simplerlife-style.

Thescavengersimmediatelyshowedup at my doorand
startedtakingshirts,sweatersandevenmy socks!The
following day I wokeupandstartedsettlingin to my poorer
life-style And it workedfor awhile. I washappywith fewer
things.I didn't worry asmuch I wasreallyquitepeaceful I
kept telling myself.“Now I m living like SaintFrancis!"And
in all humility. 1 took pridein that.

After aboutthreeweeksof "living hkea saint."however.
1 becamefrustratedandangry 1 resentedwatchingothers
wearmy shirtsandsweaters.My bloodwould boil everytime
Tom said.“Albert. 1 really like thesepantsyou gaveme." I
quickly cameto regretmy decision And beforelong, thereI
was—buyingnewshins,gettingmy handson somenew
sweaters!

Simplerenunciationdoesnot breakthedeep,
psychologicalchainsof slaveryto the “eight P's."Forbidden
fruit alwayslookssweeterthantheotherselectionson the
menu Like children,themorewearetold wecannothavea
certainitem, themorewearecuriousaboutit, themorewe
think aboutit. themorewe fantasizeaboutit, and.in the
end.themorewedesireit.

Sheerwillpower doesnot takeawaythedeepercraving,

desireandtastefor it Mertonconsideredthistrinity tobethe
sourceandroot of our dissatisfactionin life.104 To obliterate
thedeeperchainof desire,we must becomeemotionally
indifferent to the“P." And indifferencebeginswith the
awarenessthat thingsare not what theyseemto be

Jesus'Beatitudes(Matthew5:3-12)pointexplicitly to the
fact thatthingsarenot whattheyseemto be External“stuff"

cannotbring happiness.Possessionsandpridedo not obtain
whatpeoplethink they-do: Blessedarethepoor in spirit, for

lo* Thomas Merton, "The Spirit GivesLs Life.' The Merton Tapes (Chappaqua
NX Electronic Paperbacks. 1972),tape 5, 'Life and the Holy Spirit

•184» -185-



theirsis theKingdom of heaven."Satisfiedpleasuresand

emotionalthrills cry out to beappeasedagainandagain:

"Blessedarethosewho mourn,for they will becomforted
Poweris not what it seemsto be: “Blessedarethemeek,for
theywill inherit theearth";"Blessedarethepeacemakers,for
they will becalledchildrenof God."

Matthew'sGospel,beginningwith the Beatitudes,

providesa commentaryon theliberatinginsightandin so
doing,offersa universalblueprintfor holinessfor
Christians.Chaptersfive throughsevendirectlyconfrontthe
liesandillusionsof the falseself’s agenda:mereexternal
observanceof theLaw (5:21-48),falsepiety(6:1-4),spiritual
workaholism(6:5-13),picking thescabsof hurtsand
grudges(6:14-15).falseasceticism(6:16-18),a self-
sufficientspirit thatdoesnot trust in theprovidenceof God
(6:19-21,25-34),beinginhospitableanddemandingmore
from othersthanGod hasdemandedfrom oneself(7:1-5).

andtherefusalto offer ones uniquecontributionto the
Dreamof the Kingdom (7:21-27).Thesethreechapters
unmaskthe thinking processof thefalseself andrevealits
innerworkings.Theycontinuallypoint to thegreat
liberatinginsightw hich leadsto thefreedomof indifference.

The“eight P’s" of thefalseself arenot theelixirs of life.
Theydo not give uswhatwe think theywill Theyarelies
andillusions.Theyaredangeroustoys thatsell usinto
slaveryandcompelour passionsanddesires.Ouremotional
attachmentto themdrivesusright smackinto theblack hole
of thefalseseif. Freedomandthejourneyhomebeginwith
the realizationandawarenessthat thingsarenot what they’
seemto be.

The traditionalthreevowsof religiouslife offer another
commentaryupontheBeatitudes.Thoughvowedexplicitly
by religious,theypoint to thefreedomof indifferencethat is

thechallengeof all Christians.Thevowsarea radical
renunciationanda resounding"no” to theagendaof the
falseself which equateshappinesswith the"eight P’s."
Povertyrevealsthe lie that possessions,productivityand
comfortaretheonly meansto happinessandinner peace
Humbleobedienceis a directaffront to theseductive
deceptionthat power,prestige,popularityandpositionare
themeasuresof a personsworth in this world. Chastityis a
sometimespainful reminderthat thereis no humanbeing
whocancuretherestlessnessof the humanheartandmake
someone"happyeverafter."

But thesevowsaremorethana radical“no." Over time,

asthevision of thevowedreligiousmatures,thesevowsalso
becomea resounding“yes" to the trueself Povertydeclares
thecommunalownershipof thegoodsof theearth.Chastity
proclaimsthecommunalidentityof all creatures.Obedience
heraldstheuniquecontributionthateachpersonis calledto

makefor thepreservationof God'sDream Like the
Beatitudesfor all Christians,thevowsof maturereligiousare

vivid proclamationsthatexternal“stufT found outside
cannotmakeanyonereallyand truly happy.Theyreminda
personof theonly journeythat is worth makingin life, the
journeyhome.

Augustineof Hippo

Augustineof Hippo wascaughtin thetrapof the“eight
P’s” for somethirty years.In hisConfessions,herelateshow

almosthalf his life wasspentin idle andimmoral pursuits.

For thirty-threeyearsheracedafterprestigeandknowledge,

indulgedhissexualdesiresandevenfatheredan illegitimate

child. He wasa deeplyfrustratedman,desperatelylooking

outsidehimself for somegod whocould makehim happy.
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Onedaywhile AugustinereadScripture,thegraceof God
cameinto his life, andAugustinebecameawareof his
bondageto the"eight P's."Thewordsfrom Saint Pauls
Letter to theRomansintroducedhim to anotherreality, the
trueself:

Besidesthis, you know what time it is, how it is now the
momentfor you to wakefrom sleep For salvationis nearer
to usnow thanwhenwe becamebelievers;thenight is far
gone,theday is near Let usthen lay asidetheworksof
darknessandput on thearmorof light, let uslive honorably
asin theday.not in revelinganddrunkenness,not in

debaucheryandlicentiousness,not in quarrelingand
jealousy.Instead,pul on theLord JesusChrist,andmakeno
provisionfor theflesh,to gratify its desires.(13:11-14)

Augustinesawthe“eight P's" for what they really were:
lies,poisonandthechainsof hisslavery.Thewordshewrote

yearslater in hisautobiography.Confessions,havebecomea
classictext in thehistoryof Christianspirituality:

Late haveI loved you.O Beauty,soancientandsonew.late
haveI lovedyou! And behold,you werewithin meand1 was
outside,andthere1 soughtfor you.andin my deformity I
rushedheadlonginto the well-formedthingsthat you have
made You werewith me.and1 wasnot with you. Those
outerbeautiesheld mefar from you.yet if they hadnot been
in you.theywould not haveexistedat all. You called,and
criedout to meandbrokeopenmy deafness,you shoneforth
uponmeandyou scatteredmy blindness:You breathed
fragrance,andI drewin my breathand1 now' pantfor you:1
tastedandI hungerandthirst:you touchedme.and1 burned
for Your peace

Augustine,like Merton'smadman,slepton thesidewalk
outsidehis houseinsteadof goinginsidewhereit is quiet
andwarm.Augustinespentyearslookingoutsidefor the
falsegodsthatultimatelywould neverbringhappinessto his
heart.But themomenthebegantheinterior journey.

Augustinemadethegreatdiscovery.“You werewithin me
andI wasoutside” That first steptowardsthetrueself began
a life which Augustinedescribedin this way: "You have
madeusfor Yourself,O Lord, andour heartsarerestless
until they rest in You."

I sawa popularapplicationof thisgreatAugustinian
insighton a billboard at theDan Ryan Expresswayand55th
Streetin Chicago Everyweekit containeda brief summary
of theGospelof theprecedingSunday.Oneweekdayduring
Lent, I looked up to readthemessage.TheGospelthat week
wastheWomanat theWell (John4 4-42) In big black letters
the billboard announcedto all Chicago,“If you'rethirsty,
bringyour buckettoJesus!"

BrotherLeo’s‘P’

OnedaySaintFrancis’longtimefriend andcompanion.
BrotherLeo,wasexperiencingaserioustemptation‘not of
thefleshbut of thespirit.” Perhapshewasfeelingneglected,
unloved,or not specialin theeyesof Francis.Secretly.
BrotherLeo wishedto havea specialgift from thesaintasa
sign of favorandfriendshipandasa way to overcomethis
temptationof thespirit. He wanteda parchment,another
“P." He nodoubt thoughtthatsucha gift would makehim
happy.But like manya personboth thenandnow, Brother
Leo wasembarrassedto askhis friend for suchagift.

Celanowrites that theHoly Spirit revealedto Saint

Francisthedesireof Leo'sheart.And soFranciswrote for

Leo the“Praisesof God.” a prayerwhich is a reminderthat

nothingoutsidewill satisfytherestlessnessof thehuman
heart—not evena friendsgift of a parchment!105 Revealing

105 The story can be found in Cebno s Second Life 49. Omnibut of Sources. p
406
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to BrotherLeo thesecretof “not beingled into the
temptation"of idolatry, Francisprayed:

You areholy. Lord, theonly God,You do wonders
You arestrong.You aregreat.You arethemosthigh.
You arethealmighty King.
You, Holy Father,the King of heavenandearth
You areThreeandOne.Lord Godof gods;
You aregood,all good,thehighestgood.
Lord.God.living andtrue.
You arelove,charity.
You arewisdom;You arehumility; You arcpatience;
You arebeauty;You aremeekness;You aresecurity;
You areinner peace;You arejoy; You areour hopeand joy.
You arejustice;You arcmoderation;You areall our riches
You areenoughfor us.
You arebeauty.You aremeekness;
You arethe protector.
You areour guardiananddefender;
You arestrength;You arerefreshment.
You arcour hope.You arcour faith.You areour chanty.
You areall oursweetness.
You areour eternallife:
GreatandwonderfulLord.
Godalmighty.Merciful Savior.

Pointsfor Reflection

W hat is themostfrequentsin in my life? How do1
rationalizeandjustify it?

Which “P” is my addictionandsourceof slavery?What
needor desiredoesthis “P" fulfill in me7How can1
bestunmaskits lie?

TakethespiritualcardiogramWhatis my gut reaction
to the threestatementsof wisdom?

How do I confront the falseselfsagendaby my living
of theBeatitudes?
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Do Not SubjectUs to theFinal Test
But Deliver Us From theEvil One’

M atthew’sversionof theLord’s Prayerconcludes
with this last petition:‘Do not subjectusto the
final test,but deliver usfrom theevil one"(6:13).

AccordingtoJewishapocalypticthought,theendtimewould
be the time of Satan’sfinal assault(seeRevelation3:10).

Therewould bea final confrontationbetweenbelieversand
thepowerof evil. This "final test"would besochallenging,
devastatinganddestructivethat manypeoplewould fall
away,give up thefaith andloseall hope BelievingthatGod
had lost interestandabandonedthem,theywould despair.

Jesusproclaimedthebeginningof God’sKingdom where
Satanno longerhasanypoweror dominion."But if it is by
the finger of God that I castout thedemons,thenthe
kingdomof God hascometo you" (Luke 11:20).And to his

followers.Jesusbequeathedthis powerandauthorityto

defeatthe princeof evil: “I watchedSatanfall from heaven
like a flashof lightning.See.1 havegiven you authorityto

treadon snakesandscorpions,andoverall thepowerof the
enemy;andnothingwill hurt you” (Luke 10:18).

A new'springtimeof invincible faith, hopeandlove had
arrivedwhen the Kingdom beganwith Jesus.Therewould
now* neverbereasonto give in to evil’s illusion that Abba is

disinterestedor unapproachable.Therewould neverbea

•193-



situationthatwould warrantgiving into theevil ones

temptationtowardshopelessnessanddespair.AsJesushad
remindedhisdisciplesat their last meal together,“In the

world you facepersecution.But takecourage;I have
conqueredtheworld!" (John16:33).

Whenanexperienceof life turnsup thefire andtestsour

capacityto cope,wheneversomesituationpulls thecarpet

from underneathour feet,or whenour wholeworld comes
cavingin. our greattemptationis to forget the powerthat

Jesushasgiven usand to despair.In Matthew’sconcluding
petition to theLord'sPrayer,"O Lord,do notsubjectus to

thefinal test,’weareclaimingtheinvincible hopethat is
oursevenin the faceof life's testingsandtrials.We are
prayingfor patientenduranceto overcomeany temptation
towardshopelessnessanddespairthat theevil oneplaces
beforeus.

Scriptureis filled with storiesof peoplewho areput to

the test.TheearlyHebrewswanderedin thedesertfor forty
yearsandfrequentlycomplainedto MosesthatGod had
abandonedthem(Exodus14:11-12).Abrahamexperienced
theagonyof believingthatGod wascalling him to sacrifice
hisown son.Isaac(Genesis22:1-19).In theGardenof
Gethsemane,Jesuswasfilled with doubtsandfearsandeven
askedhisAbba to sparehim from drinking thecupof
suffering(Luke 22:39-46).And with barelyany physical
strengthleft within his body,thecrucifiedJesuscriedaloud
thewordsof the Psalmist,“My God.my God.why haveyou
forsakenme?"(Mark 15:33-37).

Like theHebrews,we loo havewanderedendlesslyin the
desert.We havealsohadour momentsof confusionwhen
wedid not know w hich roadto follow on our life’s journey.
We haveall hadtheexperienceof walkingendlesslyandyet
gettingnowhere.Like Abraham,we havefell called to let go
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of someoneor somethingvery dearandpreciousto us:a job
in which we investedsomuchof our timeandenergy;a
lovedonein death;friendsandfamiliar surroundingsw’hen
we moveto anothercity Like Jesus,mostof ushave
experiencedat leastonetragedyin life whenwemomentarily
lost our faith in Godandwondered,“Whereareyou,God?
Haveyou forgottenme?’

Sowhatdowedo whenwe experience“the test"or
“evil’s trial" in our life? Surrenderandtrust:Thesearethe
only two responsesthat robany trial of its powerto destroy
us.

All four GospelsagreethatonceJudasand thecrowd
arrivedin theGardenof Gethsemane.Jesusdid nothingto

defendhimself.Hesimply followed thevery advicethat the
evangelistsrememberedhim giving hisdisciples He picked
up his cross.

With shockingdeliberateness.Jesusbowedbeforethe
mysteryof sufferingandgavehimself over into thehandsof
hisexecutionersHe surrenderedandembracedthecross.
And in thatgracioussurrenderto theway of thecross,in

thatdeliberateacceptanceof thevia dolorosa,Jesusshowed
ushow to turn paininto praiseandsufferinginto thesongof
salvation

Trueand PerfectJoy

Francisof Assisioncemadethesamepoint to Brother
Leo. Francisbeganby telling his friend andconfessor

explicitly what truejoy doesnot consistin: thebrotherhood
attractingscholars,bishopsandkings; thefriarsconverting

all thenonbelieversto theChristianfaith; the presenceof a

certainfriar with thespecialgraceto healthesickor perform
miracles WhenBrotherLeo.somewhatpuzzled,asked,
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What thenis perfectjoy?" Francisreplied:

I returnfrom Perugiaandarriveherein thedeadof night;
andit is winter time, muddyandsocold that icicleshave
formedon theedgesof my habit andkeepstriking my legs,
andblood flows from suchwounds And all coveredwith
mudandcold, I cometo thegateandafter I haveknocked
andcalledfor sometime,a brothercomesandasks:"Who
areyou?"1 answer:"Brother Francis’ And hesays:"Go
away,this is not a properhour for goingabout,you may not

comein." And whenI insist,heanswers:“Go away,y’ou are
a simpleanda stupidperson,wearcsomanyandwe haveno
needof you You arecertainlynot comingto usat thishour!"
And 1 standagainat thedoorandsay:“For thelove of God,
takemein tonight."And heanswers:"1 will not.Go to the
Crosiers’placeandaskthere.”I tell you this: If 1 hadpatience
anddid not becomeupset,therewould be true joy in this
andtruevirtueandthesalvationof thesoul.11*1

Whata startlingreversalof values!Francissaystrueand
perfectjoy is found in our responseto thecrossof rejection,
thecrossof betrayal,thecrossof inconvenience.

Thefalseself is easily threatenedandconsidersits
reputationat stakein everysituation.Ratherthansurrender
to thecrossand trust in thegraceof God, thefalseself has
theemotionalneedto takeastandandfight. It immediately
drawsthe battlelines. It would view thebrotherwho
answersthedoorastheenemyto bedefeated.Anger,revenge
andintoleranceareits weaponsasit seeksto defenditself
andmakeits presenceknown. It is motivatedby self-
justificationandvindication.

Thefalseself reactsto anotherperson,it doesnot
respond.As Mertonsays,theself-assertionof the falseself is
egocentric:“It startsandendswith me,my desire.”In
contrast.“My realself is thelast thing in theworld that I

106 Francis and Clare, pp. 165- 166

haveto affirm.... It s not somethingthat I haveto makeor
give or create It sgiven."107

Matthew'sconcludingpetition.“Do not subjectusto the
final testbut deliver usfrom theevil one" is a prayerto
renouncethe kind of self-assertion,violent reactionand
self-vindicationthatcharacterizestheagendaof thefalseself
It is a prayerto find my way backhome,to the trueself.

The trueself doesnot haveanemotionalneedto makea
personalstatement,takeastand,justify anddefenditself. As
Merton told the monksof Gethscmani,“The moreyou
develop|in thespiritual life], the lessyou haveto prove."10*
The trueself simply submitsandsurrendersAs Christdid
on thecross,the trueself stopsthecycleof violent
self-assertionandabsorbstheothersevil within itself

Mary'ssonhadbeenbrutally murderedin cold blood in
Boston Whenaskedif shewantedto pursuethedeath
penaltyin court,Mary replied.“No. Let theviolencestop
with themurderof my son.” To quotethe wordsof Jesus,
“Do not resistanevildoer.But if anyonestrikesyou on the
right cheek,turn theotheralso" (Matthew5:39).

Someformsof painandsuffering—like thosewe
experienceasa resultof our needto controlandmanipulate
thesituationswe find ourselvesin—arethepriceswe pay to

keepthefalseself alive andthriving But otherformsof
sufferingconfront the falseself head-onand unmaskits

illusionsandlies. Whenwesurrenderto a “test' andtrust in

thefidelity of God,wearerenouncingtheagendaof thefalse
self andcomingastepcloserto home,to thetrueself.Weare

choosingto accept,validateandlive in thesacramentof the

presentmoment.This,accordingto theFranciscantradition,

107 Thomas Merton. Prayer and the ActiveIife (Kansas City. Mo Credence
Cassettes), tape AA 2072.

k* Merlon. “Spiritual Direction "
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is (hemeaningof trueandperfectjoy andthesalvationof the

soul.
In /Admonition 13 Francisstatesthata persons patience

andhumility arenot measuredin timesof gracebut in times

of trials. Francissaysa persononly knowshow much
patienceandhumility a friar haswhen“thosewhoshoulddo

him justice,doquite theoppositeto him."
In Admonition 14 Francisspeaksaboutthosepeople

whospendlong hoursin prayer,do manyactsof penance
andmortification,andperformmanygooddeedsyet,assoon
assomeonespeaksa word againstthemor threatensto take
somethingfrom them,they becomeangryandscandalized
The falseself hasa needto reactandprotect.Francis

concludesby statingthat thesesupposedlypiousfriarsare
not poor in spirit. “Peoplewhoaretruly poor in spirit hate
themselves(Luke 14:26] andlove thosewhostrikethemon
thecheek(Matthew5:39].” One’sultimateattachmentto the
valuesof the trueself or the falseself appearsin timesof
trials.

In his gracioussurrenderto theway of thecross,in his
deliberateacceptanceof thevia dolorosa,Jesusshowedus
how to turn paininto praiseandsomeformsof sufferinginto

thesongof salvation.As Chardinsays,“Surrenderto
sufferingasthoughit werea loving energy.”Surrenderand
trust:Thesearetheonly two responsesthat robanycrossof
its power to destroyus.

SufferingasSong:TheCanticleof Creatures
Thelast two yearsof Francis’life arevery well

documentedin thememoriesof BrothersLeo.Angeloand
Rufino, thesmall groupof friars whocaredfor thesaint in
thelast yearsof his life. Accordingto the Legendof Perugia,

Francisspentmorethanfifty daysal SanDamianoin asmall
hut thatwasinfestedwith mice. Ihesemice tormentedthe
now-blindandfrail saintduringhis prayerandevengot up
ontothetableandatefrom his plateat mealtimes Theearly
companionstell usthat Franciswent into a depressionand
startedfeelingsorryfor himself. He prayedfor hopeand
patientendurancein the laceof hiscross.Francisheard
thesewordsin responsefrom God,“Brother, be gladand
joyful in themidstof your infirmities and tribulations As of
now, live in peaceasif you werealreadysharingmy
kingdom.”109Upon receivingthesewordsof consolation
from God,Franciscastasidehisself-pity andstopped
fighting againstthesickness,his blindnessand the mice
Like Jesuswhom heconstantlytried to imitate,Francis
acceptedthecrossof thepresentmomentand trustedthat
God would keepthe Divine promiseand not abandona
servant.

Swimmingin that very “Kingdom moment,”Francis
renouncedthe falseselfscompulsionto controlandchange
thesituation.From thatstance,hesuddenlybecameawareof
the Divine presencethat surroundedhim like theair he
breathedThe blind saintsawcreationin all its ordinariness
andsacramentality.It becamea ladderfor him Thesunwas
the bringerof thelight of day—andalsoa reflectionof God!

Praisedbe You, my Lord, with all your creatures,especially
Sir BrotherSun,Who is thedayand throughwhom You give
uslight. He is beautifulandradiantwith greatsplendor;he
bearsa likenessof You, Most High One.

Thesaint recognizedthefamily of creation:SisterMoon,

BrotherWind,SisterWater,BrotherFire,SisterMother
Earth HeagainexperiencedGodasAlmsgivcrandhimselfas

1119 Legendof Perugia43,Omnibusof Sources,p. 1020
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beggar:“Through everykind of weather,You give

sustenanceto Your creatures."He gavepraiseto SisterDeath
whom he no longerfeared;he referredto heras“the second
death."thefirst, nodoubt,beingthemomentwhenhebegan

renouncingthe“eight P's"of the falseself beforethebishop
andcitizensof Assisi. And, in this tremendousmomentof
enlightenment,Francisbecamemoredeeplyrootedin the
trueself ashe rediscoveredwho healreadywasandwho he
wascalledto be:a humbleservantof God’s w ill. “Praiseand
blessmy Lord andgive Him thanksandserveHim w ith great

humility.”
TheCanticleof Creaturesis Francisresurrectionsongin

the faceof hisown GoodFriday. In thesaint’sgracious
surrenderto thecrossandhisactof fervent trust in God,

agonybecameadoration,pain becamepraise,andsuffering
quite literally becamesong.

'TakeUp Your Cross’

“Whoeverwishesto comeafter me mustdenytheself,

takeup thecross,andfollow me." That is theone
requirementJesusplacesuponanyonewho wishesto be his
disciple.It is directandunequivocal,andtheGospel
tradition repeatsit five times(Mark 8:34,Matthew10.38,
16:24,Luke 9:23.14:27).

Jesusdoesnot simplyencourageusto havehopeandnot
to despairbeforethecross.He commandsusto actively
embraceit!

What is it aboutsurrenderingandacceptingthecrosses
ol our testingsand trials that makesthemsoimportant—
eventheprerequisitefor Christiandiscipleship?

BrotherThomasof Celanostatesthat,earlyon, thecross
wasimprinteduponthe heartof Francis,andeachdayand

night thesaint would spendlime meditatingand pondering
•l 110 Francisfell sodeeplyin love with thecross.Celano
writes,that his heartcould no longercontainits affection.It
burstopenand thecross,plantedasa seedin thesaints
body,sproutedandborefruit in theexternalwoundsof the
stigmata.111

BonaventuredividesFrancis'life into sevensegments,
eachcontaininganapparitionof thecross.For Bonaventure,
thecrossis thesummaryof Francis’sentirelife. He saysof
Francis:

You can makeyour boastin theglory of theCrosswithout
fear now,O gloriousstandard-bearerof theCross'It was
from theCrossyou began,andaccordingto the rule of the
Crossthat you madeprogress,andit wasin theCrossthat
you broughtyour life to its final consummation.112

Why is it soessentialto surrenderto thecross,“to carry
it aboutcontinuously"tn one’sheart,asBonaventureputsit
elsewhere?113Thesequestionshoundedmefor years.But the
Zen mastershavea saying."When thediscipleis ready,the
masterappears."My masterwasMargo.

It wasa cold Wednesdayafternoonin January,1986,two

weeksbeforeMargodied.Shelay in thehospitalbedthat her
parentshadboughtand placedin thefamily’s living room
Shewasonly sixteenyearsold andshewasdying of Lou
Gehrig’sdiseaseWhatimmediatelystruckmewastheclarity
of hereyesand thesimplicity of hersmile. A silent beauty
radiatedfrom herdiseasedbody.

1 felt veryawkwardand had noideawhat to say.But,

with a cordialsensitivitythatsetmeal easeimmediately,she

110 Ibid . Second Life 10-11. pp 570-371.
1,1 Ibid.. 211. p 530
112 Ibid . Miracles 10:9, p 787.
113 Tree of I ife Prol 1.
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facedtheissuesquarelyandbluntly—thevery issueabout

which 1 hadbeenaskedto talk with heryet did not know

how to broach.With a soft voicein w hich I could not detect

anyself-pity,sheasked,“I guessthey told you I amdying,
huh?"

I noddedmy head.“Yes."
Shecalmlystatedthat the time must begettingclose

becauseshenoticedherbreathingwasbecomingmoreand
moredifficult. Sheexplainedthat this musculardisease
wouldcauseher to graduallylosecontrolof herlungsand,in

theend,shewould suffocate.
1 wastakenabackby her bluntness.1 searchedmy’ mind

andheartfor somethingtosay,andthesearethewords.1am
now'embarrassedto admit,that tumbledout of my mouth
“Margo, doyou find it hard to die?"

“Not really.” shereplied instantly.“The sufferingof the
pastyearhasforcedmeto let go of somanytrivial concerns.
It hastaughtmesimply to trust in Godbecause,really, that’s
all 1 haveleft—my faith in God’sgoodnessandmercy.1don’t
evenprayfor a miracleto becuredbecausesomehowor
another,I trust—or maybeI know—that thisdiseaseis
supposedto be my way to heaven.

“Sincemy sufferinghastaughtme to dependso
completelyuponGod hereon earth,”Margosaid,“1 suspect
deathwill simply bea continuationof theway I’ve been
living for thepastyear.And so,no, Father,I’m really not
afraidtodie.And I don’t think it will behard.I suspectit will
comequitenaturallyto me."

Margogaveme theanswerto my question.Jesustold us
to embracethecrossbecausethat is how we learnto open
our heartsin hospitalityandtrust to Godandothers.The
crossis painful andcausesfrustrationin our lives becauseit
challengesandattacksthevery valuesthatareprized by the

falseself: independence,heartlessreasoning,controlof life
andmanipulationof others.It both forcesusand teachesus
to let go,surrenderandtrust.And whenwedo that,we can
evenfacethefinality of deathasMargodid andsay.“Where,
O death,is your victory?Where,O death,is yoursting?"
(1 Corinthians15:55).Thevery momentwesurrender,pain
becomespraise.Weaknessbecomesstrength.

ThenMargoseeminglycontradictedall shehad just said
by adding.“Yes. It’s hardto die." Shespokeof how deeply
hurt her parentsandfriendswould beby herdeath.She
spentmuchof our time togetherthatafternoontelling me
how herdeathwasgoing to bea tragedyandtrial for her
lovedones.“How will my parentscope?How will my friends
beableto get on with their livesafter I’m gone?"I could not

helpbut seetheirony in thewholesituation:In thefaceof
herown sufferinganddeath,Margowasworriedand
concernedabouthow otherswould dealwith the lossof her
presence.

Maybethat is w hyJesusinsistedthat we pick upour
crosseseveryday if we want to be his followers.Thecrosses
of life canteachuscompassionandhowr to besensitiveto the
sufferingsof others.Theymakeusvividly awareof thefact
thateveryoneis w'oundedandcrucified in someway.Our
crossesaretheseedsof ourcompassion.Theycantransform
heartsof stoneinto bread,ableto bebrokenfor thehungry
of theworld.

WhenMargolook the focusawayfrom herown physical
painandrespondedto thegrief thatothersweregoing to

experienceat herdeath,thebitter crossof Lou Gehrig's
diseasesuddenlylost its powerto destroyandwasconvi ed
into an instrumentof loving compassionanda channel<
salvation Indeed,what waswritten of theSufferingServa..l

couldalsobewritten of Margo:
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Surely|she|l»asborneour infirmities
andearnedour diseases;

yet weaccounted[her] stricken,
struckdownby God,andafflicted.

...|B|y|her|bruiseswearchealed.(Isaiah53:4,5)

Whenwe surrenderto thecrosswith faith, whenwe

allow its painandsorrowto moveusbeyondself-pity to

sensitivityfor thesufferingsof others,webecomelike
Francisof Assisi,Margoandsomanyotherstn thisworld.
Wedevelopa profoundrespectlor all creationanda
profoundloveandcompassionfor otherpeople.Weareable
tograspaninsightandanappreciationfor thecuriouswords
of Saint Paul:

May I neverboastof anythingexceptthecrossof our laird
JesusChrist,by which theworld hasbeencrucified to me,
and1 to the world. ...|L]et noonemaketroublefor me;for 1
carry themarksof Jesusbrandedon my body.(Galatians

6:14,17)

As I left Margo'shomethatJanuaryafternoon,a
concludingsentencefrom anarticle1 had readyearsbefore
suddenlypoppedinto my mind: "Talk to thedying; they will
teachyou how to live." I pausedbeforeturning theignition
of thecarandprayed,knowingly, the prayerof Saint Peter
Damien:

Lord, set thesealof your holy crossuponmy souland
cleanseme by its power.By its merits,claim mewholly and
entirelyfor yourself.Whenyou cometo judgetheworld,
mayits imprint befound uponme.Thus,likened to my
Crucified Lord in hissufferings,I may befound worthy to
sharehisgloriousresurrection.

Hope

Surrenderandacceptanceareonly part of therequired
responseto robanycrossof its powertodestrovus Wemust
alsofan theflameof hope.We must trust in God Why?Our
personalexperiencesof thedesert,of Gethsemaneandof
Calvaryareneversimply timesof testing.As ourJudeo-
Christiantradition hasshowntime andtime again,timesof
trial arealsolimeswhenGod onceagainproclaimsthat he
hasnot forgottenor abandonedus.that he really is an Abba
w ho is investedin thelife of eachoneof us As Thomas
Merton writes:

For perfecthopeisachievedon thebrink of despairwhen,
insteadof falling over l heedge,we find ourselveswalkingon
theair. Hopeis alwaysjust aboutto turn into despair,but
neverdoesso,for at the momentof supremecrisisGod's
pow'eris suddenlymadeperfectin our infirmity.

When1 find myself falling over theedgein timesof
testingor tragedy,I pray,"Do not subjectusto thefinal test,

but deliver usfrom theevil one."And thepromiseof God
will providew ingsfor me.thebeloved “Can a womanforget
her nursingchild, or show nocompassionfor thechild of
her womb?Eventhesemayforget,yet I will not forget you
(Isaiah49:15).

God'scovenantwith usis eternaland unconditional
God will alwaysbepresentto usassavioranddeliverer
Abba is on our side.Abba will neverforget,abandonor

forsakeus That is thedeepestmeaningof grace When
everythingfalls apartandour world comescavingin. God
entersandmanifeststheDivine presence.Indeed,thehand
of Godtransformstestings,trialsandtragediesinto moments

,H Merton. No Man Is an Inland p. 157
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of amazinggrace.Thai is thestoryof Easterresurrection.

DespitewhatJesusscreamedfrom thecross,Ahhadid not

abandonhisbelovedSon.Abbawasquietly there,waitingfor
theright moment.‘Do not beafraid;1 know thatyou are
looking for Jesuswho wascrucified.He is not here;for he
hasbeenraised,ashesaid"(Matthew'28:5-6)

After a few spiritualdirectionsessionswith Linda,I knew
somethingwasbrewinginsideof her.And manyclueswere
beginningto suggesta most horriblereality:sexualabuse.
ThoughI did not want to makeherfeel further isolatedand
abandoned,I wasalsoawarethat theissuewaswell beyond
my own competence.1suggestedshepursuecounseling,and
shesoonentereda six-monihinpatientholistic health
program.

In ashortChristmasletter,Linda wTote thatshewas
facingmanyareasof her life which werebothfrightening
andpainful ‘‘Between thegroupsessions,theindividual
counselingsessionsandmy spiritualdirection
appointments,I find myself brokeninto manypiecesthatare
scatteredin different meetingroomsdown thehallway It's
hardwork. Prayfor me.'

Around mid-April, 1 receiveda lengthyletterwritten the
MondayduringHoly Week.Sheonly hadtendaysleft in the
programandwaslooking forward to gelling backinto the
rhythmof life. Shefelt good,vibrant. “I've rediscovered
myself."Sheconcludedthat letterwith wordswhich still
bringasmileto my face:“P S.Godsurelydidn’t let medown.
Celebratewith me.1 feel Easterin my bones."

Andrew'stenyearsof denyinghisalcoholismhad
destroyedhis first marriage,WTeckedtwo automobiles,and
wason thevergeof destroyinghissecondmarriage.I called
him on thephonethefirst night afterhew asreleasedfrom a
sixty-dayprogramfor addictionin a local hospital.When I

askedhim abouthis newfoundsobriety,all hecould quote
werethewordsof JackieGleasonon the Honeymooners:
“How sweetit is!" ThenAndrew added,“God is goodand
gettingbetterever)'day."

JeanManewasa veryactivewomananda nurseby
profession.Al theageof thirty-five, shewasdiagnosedon
theoperatingtablewith a rarediseasethatcauses
degenerationof a person’sspinalcord Thedoctorscouldnot
tell herhow longshecouldcontinueliving heractive
life-slyle beforecrutches,bracesandorthopedicshoeswould
beherlot.

JeanMariewentinto adeepdepression.Shefearedhow
shewould ultimatelyendup.Sincethereiscurrentlynocure
for thedisease,sheknewit wasjust amatterof timeuntil she
endedupin a wheelchairor lay bedridden.

Thatwasseventeenyearsago.WhenI metJeanManefor
thefirst time,shewaswearingorthopedicshoesanda stiff
neckbrace.Shehadbeentold to spendal leasthalf her
wakinghourssitting in a chair.But amazingly.JeanMarie is
totally at peacewith herdiseaseandtheinconveniencethat
is now partof herdaily routine.Shetold me that it look
nearlyonefull yearlo getoutof theinitial depressionandto

reconcileherself to theinevitable:Thediseasewasnot going
to disappear,shewould haveto acceptit. Overa periodof
twelve months,her pain becamepraiseandhersuffering
becamesongasshesurrenderedto thediseaseandtrusted
thatGod would staynearto her In thewordsof herown

Magnificat,“Where thegraceof God hasbroughtme.the
graceof God w ill keepme."

Eachof thesestoriesillustratesthesavingpowerof God
in themidst of a trial, testor humaninfirmity. Gracebrings
forth life from sufferinganddeath Gracegivesus the

courageto acceptwhatwe cannotchange.Gracemakesthe
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impossiblesuddenlypossible.It appearsasa miraculous
solutionin the throesof a devastatingproblem It causes
somethingto “shift” internallyandlife becomesworth living

again.It is thefoundationof our trust.

Trustin God'spowerandgracecanneverbeoverdone
sincenosituationis toocomplex,toocomplicated,or too

convolutedfor God.It is nevertoo latefor a miraclebecause
Divine powercanwrite straightwith crookedlines.Graceis

alwayswaitingaroundthecornerfor the right moment.

Thus,SaintPaulcouldwrite unabashedlyto theCorinthians:

Weareafflicted in everyway.but not crushed;perplexed,
but not driven to despair;persecuted,but not forsaken;
struckdown,but not destroyed,alwayscarryingin thebody
thedeathof Jesus,sothat the life of Jesusmayalsobemade
visible in our bodies.(2 Corinthians4:8-10)

To proclaimGodasAbba in prayeris to proclaimGodas
theAbbaof amazinggrace.As absurd,irresponsibleand
naiveasit maysound,thoserootedin thetrueself will
surrenderandtrust in thefaceof everyGethsemaneand
GoodFriday.Whentheypray,“Do notsubjectusto thefinal
test,but deliverusfrom theevil one," theyarefilled with
unshakablepatienceandinvincible hope.No matterwhere
theyare.no matterwhatsituationthey find themselvesin,

theyknow who they really are:Thesearethebeloved They
havecapturedDivine attention.There'snothingmorethey
need.So they remainasloversin Abba’shouse,in the
sacramentof the presentmoment.

Pointsfor Reflection

Whathavebeenthekey momentsof testingin my life?
How did 1 respondto them?WasI abletoovercomethe
temptationto losehope?

Do 1 promotethefalseselfsagendaby constantly
takinga stand,justifying anddefendingmyself?Do I
haveanemotionalneedto bevindicated?

Whenhaspain becomepraisein my life?

Do 1 havea devotionto thecross?How do I “take up
thecross” to follow Jesus?

Do I believein grace?In miracles?Do I remaina person
of invincible hope?
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Conclusion

T hisbook hasusedthewordsof theLordsPrayeras
a springboardfor a newapproachto spirituality.
Thisspirituality canbewell describedby Thomas

Merton’swordsfor hisown experiencesof prayingtheOur
Father:It is like “swimming in theheartof thesun."
Swimmingis a dynamicand yet very ordinaryexperience.It
involvesconcentration,awarenessandenjoyment.It implies
an involvementandcooperationbetweenhumaneffort and
thesheergraceof movement."In theheartof thesun” means
thatMerton’skind of swimmingoccursat thevery center,

onecouldsayat “ground zero,” of the physicallife-source.
“Swimming in theheartof thesun” is anapt imagefor

thefive componentsof spirituality:
Imageof God.Perhapsthemostimportantaspectof my

spiritual life is my personalimageof God.God lives “in

heaven"andhis nameis so“hallowed" that nooneimageor
word caneveradequatelydescribethe Divine reality.That's
why my imageof GodshouldchangeasI grow andmature

andcometo experienceGod in a varietyof ways.Jesusdrew
from oneof a child’s most intimate,dynamicandordinary
relationshipsto portrayhisexperienceof God.HecalledGod
“Abba"

TheAbba of Jesusis a God of love.That love is

all-encompassing,unconditionalandsurroundsme like the
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raysof thesun.like theair 1 breathe.1 am thebeloved!That
is therealityof life andthat isall I really need;thatawareness
is thegoalof prayer.

TheAbbaof Jesusis alsoa Godof mercyand
compassion.He “forgivesour trespasses"andforgetsthem
with thebat of aneye.He holdsnogrudges.He refusesto
live in thepast.1 am calledto celebratethatsamemercyand
forgiveness—"to forgive thosewho trespassagainstus"—by
theway I live my life andrespondto thosewho hurt and
betrayme.

Thisloving Godis thesourceof all thegoodthingsin my
life—from my “daily bread"to my gifts, talentsandactions.

1 am a beggar,totally dependentuponGod That awareness
leadsmeto makeMary’s wordsmy own,“The Lord hasdone
goodthingsfor meandholy is thename!"

Community.Jesustaughtthathis Abba is alsoour Abba 1
ama memberof Abba'sbelovedfamily.

As a child in Abba'sfamily of humanity,I amcalledto
stretchthesizeof my heartsothatit mirrorsmoreandmore
God'sloving heart.1 too give life to others,especiallythe
poorandneedy,asI intercedefor themthroughprayerand
my actsof compassionAnd 1 proclaimAbbaasmy own
sourceof loveandlife throughmy hospitalityfor all,
includingthefamily of creation.

CommitmentSucha preciousgift of life, loveandmeres’

callsforth from methechallengeto preserveGod'sDreamof
peace,justiceandlove by witnessingandpraying,“Thy
Kingdom come!"Oneof themost importantw’ays that1do
that is by doing“God'swill on earthasit is in heaven”; the
majordecisionsof my life arediscernedandoriented
towardsGod'sKingdom

Thatcommitmentbecomesthedriving forcearoundmy
celebrationof theEucharist.The‘daily bread"that Abba

providesfor meis thesamebreadthat I amchallengedto
becomefor others—in small ways,m heroicways.1 ama
eucharisticpersoncalledto be brokenfor thesakeof God’s
Dream.

Asceticism.But that challengeandcommitmentdo not
comeeasilyto me.Like theprodigalson.1 havewanderedfar
from my homein pursuitof my own will, my own desires,
my own falsegods That is theresultof sin in theworld; that
is thesourceof somuchof my frustrationand restlessness.
And that hascreatedthefalseself which Jesussaysmustdie.

My commitmentto God'sKingdomdemandsthepriceof
asceticism—renouncingthefalsegods,especiallythe“eight
P’s,” thatweigh medownandconstantlysell meintoslavery
My prayer.“Lead usnot into temptation,"becomesan
expressionof my lifelong renunciation.And that
renunciationprovidesglimmersof my trueself, thefreeand
upright child createdin the imageof God

Thepresentmomentasan encounterwith God.As I leave
my pigpenandbegin thejourneyback to my trueself,1
graduallygrow in theawarenessof thegreatinsightof the
spiritual life; Thereis nothingto get “somewhereelse"
becauseI alreadyhaveit right here!

That insight is groundedin the Incarnationof Jesus
Christ, thegreatrealityof God madeflesh Theunique
marriageof Creatorandcreature,of graceandnature,reveals
to methesacramentalityof all creationandtheannunciation

of everymomentof my life. Angelscome,angelsgo—
incarnatedin fleshandblood.And.all thewhile.1

experiencethegraceandlove of Abba that fills me.as
Catherineof Sienasaid,“like theoceanfills thefish."

Becauseof this Divineattentionwhich is alwaysriveted
uponmeandmy family, I am truly “deliveredfrom theevil”
of hopelessnessanddespair.In the midst of my testsand
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trials, thereis only oneauthenticresponse:surrenderto the
present.And in that responseof my trueself, my pain
becomespraiseandmy sufferingbecomessong.

For thosewho comebackhometo thesacramentof the
present,filled with thelight andunconditionallove of God,
everymomentis anexperienceof “swimming in theheartof
thesun"!
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