“Abba’s Child is not a book—it’s a love letter. Brennan’s words wrap you in God’s love and lullaby you to sleep in the warmth of his grace. After reading this book, I wanted to race into my father’s arms, jump into his lap giggling, ‘I’m home, daddy, I’m home.’”
—MICHAEL YACONELLI, author of Dangerous Wonder
“The writing of Brennan Manning reaches out, grabs us, and pulls us in. Abba’s Child is a book that leaps from the tower of theory and plunges deeply into the stuff of life, the stuff that each of us grapples with on a daily basis. Facing our own reality is painful, traumatic, and ultimately redemptive, as Brennan Manning so artfully illustrates.”
—DEVLIN DONALDSON, partner, The Elevation Group; coauthor, Pinocchio Nation
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PREFACE TO THE NEW EDITION
“To be nobody but yourself in a world which is doing its best day and night to make you everybody else, means to fight the hardest battle which any human being can fight, and never stop fighting.”
E. E. CUMMINGS
SINCE THE PUBLICATION OF ABBA’S CHILD IN 1994, THERE HAVE been more comments on “The Impostor” than all the other chapters combined. Well, the impostor continues to reappear in new and devilish disguises. The slick, sick, and sinister impersonator of my true self stalks me even in my sleep. His latest stratagem is to capitalize on my “senior moments,” blocking any memory of whether I gobbled my anti-depressant and vitamin pills earlier this morning.
Cunning and crafty, this radical poseur of my egocentric desires exploits my temporary amnesia to make me forget that everything I am is grace, that on my own I cannot receive it for even receiving it is a gift, i.e., the grace to grasp grace is grace. Instead of being nonplussed at the extravagance of God’s love, in place of heartfelt gratitude for the sheer and unearned abundance of His gifts, a shameless sense of satisfaction about my accomplishments and a secure feeling of spiritual superiority invade my heart. The impostor is baffling, sly, and seductive. He persuades me to forsake my true self, Abba’s beloved child, and, as cummings notes, become “everybody else.”
My greatest difficulty these past years has been bringing the impostor into the presence of Jesus. I am still inclined to flagellate the false self, to beat him mercilessly for self-centeredness, to get disheartened, discouraged, and decide that my alleged spiritual life is merely self-deception and fantasy.
Self-flagellation has a personal history with me. When I was twenty-three years old and a novice in the Franciscan Order in Washington, D.C., the order practiced an ancient spiritual discipline on the Friday nights of Lent. A designated cleric stood flat-footed beside the stairwell on the first floor, slowly and loudly reciting Psalm 51 in Latin. Miserere me, Domine, secundum misericordiam, tuam.
Meanwhile, the rest of us entered our cells on the second floor clutching a noose-shaped instrument of torture measuring twelve inches long; it was coiled telephone wire. Throughout the duration of the psalm, we whipped our backs and buttocks to extinguish the fire of lust. I flailed away with such reckless abandon that I raised blood blisters on my back.
The following day in the showers, a cleric took one look at my bludgeoned body and reported my condition to the novice master who reprimanded me for my intemperate zeal. Truth to tell, I was trying desperately to make myself pleasing to God.
Not so with Brother Dismas who lived in the cell adjacent to mine. I listened as he scourged himself so savagely I feared for both his health and his sanity. I risked a peek through his cracked door: with a bemused smile and a cigarette in his left hand, he was whacking the wall, thwack, thwack, thwack. My response? I pitied the poor wretch and returned to my cell with an insufferable sense of spiritual superiority.
Flagellation is not healthy for either the body or the soul.
The impostor must be called out of hiding and presented to Jesus, or feelings of hopelessness, confusion, shame, and failure will stalk us from dawn to dusk. Writing Abba’s Child was a profound spiritual experience for me, and I wish to share one last reflection. Certain truths can be spoken only from the well of exaggeration. In trying to describe the transcendent mystery of Abba’s love, I employed a plethora of adjectives such as infinite, outlandish, mind-bending, ineffable, and incomprehensible. Put them all together and they are still inadequate for one simple reason: Mystery is spoiled by a word.
Finally, my old and now retired spiritual director, Larry Hein, who wrote the blessing: May all your expectations be frustrated, may all your plans be thwarted, may all your desires be withered into nothingness, that you may experience the powerlessness and poverty of a child and sing and dance in the love of God who is Father, Son, and Spirit has come up with another one:
Today on planet Earth, may you experience the wonder and beauty of yourself as Abba’s Child and temple of the Holy Spirit through Jesus Christ our Lord.
A WORD BEFORE
ON FEBRUARY 8, 1956, IN A LITTLE CHAPEL IN LORETTO, Pennsylvania, I was ambushed by Jesus of Nazareth. The road I’ve traveled these last thirty-eight years is pockmarked by disastrous victories and magnificent defeats, soul-diminishing successes and life-enhancing failures. Seasons of fidelity and betrayal, periods of consolation and desolation, zeal and apathy are not unknown to me. And there have been times …
when the felt presence of God was more real to me than the chair I am sitting on;
when the Word ricocheted like broken-backed lightning in every corner of my soul;
when a storm of desire carried me to places I had never visited.
And there have been other times …
when I identified with the words of Mae West: “I used to be Snow White—but I drifted”;
when the Word was as stale as old ice cream and as bland as tame sausage;
when the fire in my belly flickered and died;
when I mistook dried-up enthusiasm for gray-haired wisdom;
when I dismissed youthful idealism as mere naiveté;
when I preferred cheap slivers of glass to the pearl of great price.
If you relate to any of these experiences, you might want to browse through this book and pause to reclaim your core identity as Abba’s Child.
—Brennan Manning
CHAPTER ONE
COME OUT OF HIDING
IN FLANNERY O’CONNOR’S SHORT STORY THE TURKEY,1 THE ANTI-hero and principal protagonist is a little boy named Ruller. He has a poor self-image because nothing he turns his hand to seems to work. At night in bed he overhears his parents analyzing him. “Ruller’s an unusual one,” his father says. “Why does he always play by himself?” And his mother answers, “How am I to know?”
One day in the woods Ruller spots a wild and wounded turkey and sets off in hot pursuit. “Oh, if only I can catch it,” he cries. He will catch it, even if he has to run it out of state. He sees himself triumphantly marching through the front door of his house with the turkey slung over his shoulder and the whole family screaming, “Look at Ruller with that wild turkey! Ruller, where did you get that turkey?”
“Oh, I caught it in the woods. Maybe you would like me to catch you one sometime.”
But then the thought flashes across his mind, “God will probably make me chase that damn turkey all afternoon for nothing.” He knows he shouldn’t think that way about God—yet that’s the way he feels. If that’s the way he feels, can he help it? He wonders if he is unusual.
Ruller finally captures the turkey when it rolls over dead from a previous gunshot wound. He hoists it on his shoulders and begins his messianic march back through the center of town. He remembers the things he had thought before he got the bird. They were pretty bad, he guesses. He figures God has stopped him before it’s too late. He should be very thankful. “Thank You, God,” he says. “Much obliged to You. This turkey must weigh ten pounds. You were mighty generous.”
Maybe getting the turkey was a sign, he thinks. Maybe God wants him to be a preacher. He thinks of Bing Crosby and Spencer Tracy as he enters town with the turkey slung over his shoulder. He wants to do something for God but he doesn’t know what to do. If anybody were playing the accordion on the street today, he would give them his dime. It is the only dime he has but he would give it to them.
Two men approach and whistle at the turkey. They yell at some other men on the corner to look. “How much do you think it weighs?” they ask.
“At least ten pounds,” Ruller answers.
“How long did you chase it?”
“About an hour,” says Ruller.
“That’s really amazing. You must be very tired.”
“No, but I have to go,” Ruller replies.
“I’m in a hurry.” He cannot wait to get home.
He wishes he would see somebody begging. Suddenly he prays, “Lord, send me a beggar. Send me one before I get home.” God has put the turkey here. Surely God will send him a beggar. He knows for a fact God will send him one. Because he is an unusual child, he interests God. “Please, one right now”—and the minute he says it, an old beggar woman heads straight toward him. His heart stomps up and down in his chest. He springs at the woman, shouting, “Here, here,” thrusts the dime into her hand, and dashes on without looking back.
Slowly his heart calms and he begins to feel a new feeling—like being happy and embarrassed at the same time. Maybe, he thinks, he will give all his money to her. He feels as if the ground does not need to be under him any longer.
Ruller notices a group of country boys shuffling behind him. He turns around and asks generously, “Y’all wanna see this turkey?”
They stare at him. “Where did ya get that turkey?”
“I found it in the woods. I chased it dead. See, it’s been shot under the wing.”
“Lemme see it,” one boy says. Ruller hands him the turkey. The turkey’s head flies into his face as the country boy slings it up in the air and over his own shoulder and turns. The others turn with him and saunter away.
They are a quarter mile away before Ruller moves. Finally they are so far away he can’t even see them anymore. Then he creeps toward home. He walks for a bit and then, noticing it is dark, suddenly begins to run. And Flannery O’Connor’s exquisite tale ends with the words: “He ran faster and faster, and as he turned up the road to his house, his heart was running as fast as his legs and he was certain that Something Awful was tearing behind him with its arms rigid and its fingers ready to clutch.”
In Ruller many of us Christians stand revealed, naked, exposed. Our God, it seems, is One who benevolently gives turkeys and capriciously takes them away. When He gives them, it signals His interest in and pleasure with us. We feel close to God and are spurred to generosity. When He takes them away, it signals His displeasure and rejection. We feel cast off by God. He is fickle, unpredictable, whimsical. He builds us up only to let us down. He remembers our past sins and retaliates by snatching the turkeys of health, wealth, inner peace, progeny, empire, success, and joy.
And so we unwittingly project onto God our own attitudes and feelings toward ourselves. As Blaise Pascal wrote, “God made man in his own image and man returned the compliment.” Thus, if we feel hateful toward ourselves, we assume that God feels hateful toward us.
But we cannot assume that He feels about us the way we feel about ourselves—unless we love ourselves compassionately, intensely, and freely. In human form Jesus revealed to us what God is like. He exposed our projections for the idolatry that they are and gave us the way to become free of them. It takes a profound conversion to accept that God is relentlessly tender and compassionate toward us just as we are—not in spite of our sins and faults (that would not be total acceptance), but with them. Though God does not condone or sanction evil, He does not withhold His love because there is evil in us.
Because of how we feel about ourselves, it’s sometimes difficult to believe this. As numerous Christian authors, wiser and more insightful than I, have said: We cannot accept love from another human being when we do not love ourselves, much less accept that God could possibly love us.
One night a friend asked his handicapped son, “Daniel, when you see Jesus looking at you, what do you see in His eyes?”
After a pause, the boy replied, “His eyes are filled with tears, Dad.”
“Why, Dan?”
An even longer pause. “Because He is sad.”
“And why is He sad?”
Daniel stared at the floor. When at last he looked up, his eyes glistened with tears. “Because I’m afraid.”
The sorrow of God lies in our fear of Him, our fear of life, and our fear of ourselves. He anguishes over our self-absorption and self-sufficiency. Richard Foster wrote, “Today the heart of God is an open wound of love. He aches over our distance and preoccupation. He mourns that we do not draw near to him. He grieves that we have forgotten him. He weeps over our obsession with muchness and manyness. He longs for our presence.”2
God’s sorrow lies in our refusal to approach Him when we have sinned and failed. A “slip” for an alcoholic is a terrifying experience. The obsession of the mind and body with booze returns with the wild fury of a sudden storm in springtime. When the person sobers up, he or she is devastated. When I relapsed, I had two options: yield once again to guilt, fear, and depression; or rush into the arms of my heavenly Father—choose to live as a victim of my disease; or choose to trust in Abba’s immutable love.
It is one thing to feel loved by God when our life is together and all our support systems are in place. Then self-acceptance is relatively easy. We may even claim that we are coming to like ourselves. When we are strong, on top, in control, and as the Celts say, “in fine form,” a sense of security crystallizes.
But what happens when life falls through the cracks? What happens when we sin and fail, when our dreams shatter, when our investments crash, when we are regarded with suspicion? What happens when we come face-to-face with the human condition?
Ask anyone who has just gone through a separation or divorce. Are they together now? Is their sense of security intact? Do they have a strong sense of self-worth? Do they still feel like the beloved child? Or does God love them only in their “goodness” and not in their poverty and brokenness as well? Nicholas Harnan wrote,
This [brokenness] is what needs to be accepted. Unfortunately, this is what we tend to reject. Here the seeds of a corrosive self-hatred take root. This painful vulnerability is the characteristic feature of our humanity that most needs to be embraced in order to restore our human condition to a healed state.3
The fourteenth-century mystic Julian of Norwich said, “Our courteous Lord does not want his servants to despair because they fall often and grievously; for our falling does not hinder him in loving us.”4 Our skepticism and timidity keep us from belief and acceptance, however, we don’t hate God, but we hate ourselves. Yet the spiritual life begins with the acceptance of our wounded self.
Seek out a true contemplative—not a person who hears angelic voices and has fiery visions of the cherubim, but the person who encounters God with naked trust. What will that man or woman tell you? Thomas Merton responds, “Surrender your poverty and acknowledge your nothingness to the Lord. Whether you understand it or not, God loves you, is present in you, lives in you, dwells in you, calls you, saves you and offers you an understanding and compassion which are like nothing you have ever found in a book or heard in a sermon.”5
God calls us to stop hiding and come openly to Him. God is the father who ran to His prodigal son when he came limping home. God weeps over us when shame and self-hatred immobilize us. Yet as soon as we lose our nerve about ourselves, we take cover. Adam and Eve hid, and we all, in one way or another, have used them as role models. Why? Because we do not like what we see. It is uncomfortable—intolerable—to confront our true selves. Simon Tugwell, in his book The Beatitudes, explains:
And so, like runaway slaves, we either flee our own reality or manufacture a false self which is mostly admirable, mildly prepossessing, and superficially happy. We hide what we know or feel ourselves to be (which we assume to be unacceptable and unlovable) behind some kind of appearance which we hope will be more pleasing. We hide behind pretty faces which we put on for the benefit of our public. And in time we may even come to forget that we are hiding, and think that our assumed pretty face is what we really look like.6
But God loves who we really are—whether we like it or not. God calls us, as He did Adam, to come out of hiding. No amount of spiritual makeup can render us more presentable to Him. As Merton said, “The reason we never enter into the deepest reality of our relationship with God is that we so seldom acknowledge our utter nothingness before him.”7 His love, which called us into existence, calls us to come out of self-hatred and to step into His truth. “Come to me now,” Jesus says. “Acknowledge and accept who I want to be for you: a Savior of boundless compassion, infinite patience, unbearable forgiveness, and love that keeps no score of wrongs. Quit projecting onto Me your own feelings about yourself. At this moment your life is a bruised reed and I will not crush it, a smoldering wick and I will not quench it. You are in a safe place.”
One of the most shocking contradictions in the American church is the intense dislike many disciples of Jesus have for themselves. They are more displeased with their own shortcomings than they would ever dream of being with someone else’s. They are sick of their own mediocrity and disgusted by their own inconsistency. David Seamands wrote,
Many Christians … find themselves defeated by the most psychological weapon that Satan uses against them. This weapon has the effectiveness of a deadly missile. Its name? Low self-esteem. Satan’s greatest psychological weapon is a gut level feeling of inferiority, inadequacy, and low self-worth. This feeling shackles many Christians, in spite of wonderful spiritual experiences and knowledge of God’s Word. Although they understand their position as sons and daughters of God, they are tied up in knots, bound by a terrible feeling of inferiority, and chained to a deep sense of worthlessness.8
The story is often told of a man who made an appointment with the famous psychologist Carl Jung to get help for chronic depression. Jung told him to reduce his fourteen-hour work day to eight, go directly home, and spend the evenings in his study, quiet and all alone. The depressed man went to his study each night, shut the door, read a little Herman Hesse or Thomas Mann, played a few Chopin etudes or some Mozart. After weeks of this he returned to Jung complaining that he could see no improvement. On learning how the man had spent his time, Jung said, “But you didn’t understand. I didn’t want you to be with Hesse or Mann or Chopin or Mozart. I wanted you to be completely alone.” The man looked terrified and exclaimed, “I can’t think of any worse company.” Jung replied, “Yet this is the self you inflict on other people fourteen hours a day”9 (and, Jung might have added, the self you inflict on yourself). In my experience, self-hatred is the dominant malaise crippling Christians and stifling their growth in the Holy Spirit. The melancholy spirit of Chekhov’s plays, “You are living badly, my friend,” haunts the American Christian conscience. Negative voices from our family of origin, “You will never amount to anything,” moralizing from the church, and pressure to be successful transform expectant pilgrims en route to the heavenly Jerusalem into a dispirited traveling troupe of brooding Hamlets and frightened Rullers. Alcoholism, workaholism, mounting addictive behaviors, and the escalating suicide rate reflect the magnitude of the problem. Henri Nouwen observed,
Over the years, I have come to realize that the greatest trap in our life is not success, popularity, or power, but self-rejection. Success, popularity, and power can indeed present a great temptation, but their seductive quality often comes from the way they are part of the much larger temptation to self-rejection. When we have come to believe in the voices that call us worthless and unlovable, then success, popularity, and power are easily perceived as attractive solutions. The real trap, however, is self-rejection. As soon as someone accuses me or criticizes me, as soon as I am rejected, left alone, or abandoned, I find myself thinking, “Well, that proves once again that I am a nobody.” … [My dark side says,] I am no good …I deserve to be pushed aside, forgotten, rejected, and abandoned. Self-rejection is the greatest enemy of the spiritual life because it contradicts the sacred voice that calls us the “Beloved.” Being the Beloved constitutes the core truth of our existence.10 (emphasis added)
We learn to be gentle with ourselves by experiencing the intimate, heartfelt compassion of Jesus. To the extent that we allow the relentless tenderness of Jesus to invade the citadel of self, we are freed from dyspepsia toward ourselves. Christ wants us to alter our attitude toward ourselves and take sides with Him against our own self-evaluation.
In the summer of 1992 I took a significant step on my inward journey. For twenty days I lived in a remote cabin in the Colorado Rockies and made a retreat, combining therapy, silence, and solitude. Early each morning I met with a psychologist who guided me in awakening repressed memories and feelings from childhood. The remainder of each day I spent alone in the cabin without television, radio, or reading material of any kind.
As the days passed, I realized that I had not been able to feel anything since I was eight years old. A traumatic experience at that time shut down my memory for the next nine years and my feelings for the next five decades.
When I was eight, the impostor, or false self, was born as a defense against pain. The impostor within whispered, “Brennan, don’t ever be your real self anymore because nobody likes you as you are. Invent a new self that everybody will admire and nobody will know.” So I became a good boy—polite, well-mannered, unobtrusive, and deferential. I studied hard, scored excellent grades, won a scholarship in high school, and was stalked every waking moment by the terror of abandonment and the sense that nobody was there for me.
I learned that perfect performance brought the recognition and approval I desperately sought. I orbited into an unfeeling zone to keep fear and shame at a safe distance. As my therapist remarked, “All these years there has been a steel trapdoor covering your emotions and denying you access to them.” Meanwhile, the impostor I presented for public inspection was nonchalant and carefree.
The great divorce between my head and my heart endured throughout my ministry. For eighteen years I proclaimed the good news of God’s passionate, unconditional love—utterly convicted in my head but not feeling it in my heart. I never felt loved. A scene in the movie Postcards from the Edge says it all. A Hollywood film star (Meryl Streep) is told by her director (Gene Hackman) what a wonderful life she has had and how any woman would envy what she has accomplished. Streep answers, “Yes, I know. But you know what? I can’t feel any of my life. I’ve never been able to feel my life and all those good things.”
On the tenth day of my mountain retreat my tears erupted into sobbing. As Mary Michael O’Shaughnessy likes to say, “Often breakdowns lead to breakthroughs.” (Much of my callousness and invulnerability has come from my refusal to mourn the loss of a soft word and a tender embrace.) Blessed are those who weep and mourn.
As I drained the cup of grief, a remarkable thing happened: In the distance I heard music and dancing. I was the prodigal son limping home, not a spectator but a participant. The impostor faded, and I was in touch with my true self as the returned child of God. My yearning for praise and affirmation receded.
It used to be that I never felt safe with myself unless I was performing flawlessly. My desire to be perfect had transcended my desire for God. Tyrannized by an all-or-nothing mentality, I interpreted weakness as mediocrity and inconsistency as a loss of nerve. I dismissed compassion and self-acceptance as inappropriate responses. My jaded perception of personal failure and inadequacy led to a loss of self-esteem, triggering episodes of mild depression and heavy anxiety.
Unwittingly I had projected onto God my feelings about myself. I felt safe with Him only when I saw myself as noble, generous, and loving, without scars, fears, or tears. Perfect!
But on that radiant morning in a cabin hidden deep in the Colorado Rockies, I came out of hiding. Jesus removed the shroud of perfectionist performance and now, forgiven and free, I ran home. For I knew that I knew Someone was there for me. Gripped in the depth of my soul, tears streaming down my cheeks, I internalized and finally felt all the words I have written and spoken about stubborn, unrelenting Love. That morning I understood that the words are but straw compared to the Reality. I leaped from simply being the teacher of God’s love to becoming Abba’s delight. I said good-bye to feeling frightened and said shalom to feeling safe. What does it mean to feel you are in a safe place? That same afternoon I wrote in my journal:
To feel safe is to stop living in my head and sink down into my heart and feel liked and accepted … not having to hide anymore and distract myself with books, television, movies, ice cream, shallow conversation … staying in the present moment and not escaping into the past or projecting into the future, alert and attentive to the now …feeling relaxed and not nervous or jittery … no need to impress or dazzle others or draw attention to myself. … Unself-conscious, a new way of being with myself, a new way of being in the world … calm, unafraid, no anxiety about what’s going to happen next …loved and valued… just being together as an end in itself.
But writing about such an experience risks the invention of a new impostor wearing a glossier disguise. I am reminded of the sobering words of Teresa of Avila: “Such experiences are given to the weaker brothers and sisters to fortify their flagging faith.” Even attribution to “the grace of God” can be subtle self-aggrandizement because the phrase has virtually become a Christian cliché.
Thomas Merton, the most sought-after spiritual guide of our time, said one day to a fellow monk, “If I make anything out of the fact that I am Thomas Merton, I am dead. And if you make anything out of the fact that you are in charge of the pig barn, you are dead.” Merton’s solution? “Quit keeping score altogether and surrender yourself with all your sinfulness to God who sees neither the score nor the scorekeeper but only his child redeemed by Christ.”11
Six hundred years ago, Julian of Norwich seized this truth with stunning simplicity when she wrote: “Some of us believe that God is almighty and can do everything; and that he is all-wise and may do everything; but that he is all-love and will do everything—there we draw back. As I see it, this ignorance is the greatest of all hindrances to God’s lovers.”12
Yet, there is more. Ponder these words of the apostle Paul: “The things which are done in secret are things that people are ashamed even to speak of; but anything exposed by the light will be illuminated and anything illuminated turns into light” (Ephesians 5:12-14, emphasis added).
God not only forgives and forgets our shameful deeds but even turns their darkness into light. All things work together for those who love God, “even,” Augustine of Hippo added, “our sins.”
Thornton Wilder’s one-act play “The Angel That Troubled the Waters,” based on John 5:1-4, dramatizes the power of the pool of Bethesda to heal whenever an angel stirred its waters. A physician comes periodically to the pool hoping to be the first in line and longing to be healed of his melancholy. The angel finally appears but blocks the physician just as he is ready to step into the water. The angel tells the physician to draw back, for this moment is not for him. The physician pleads for help in a broken voice, but the angel insists that healing is not intended for him.
The dialogue continues—and then comes the prophetic word from the angel: “Without your wounds where would your power be? It is your melancholy that makes your low voice tremble into the hearts of men and women. The very angels themselves cannot persuade the wretched and blundering children on earth as can one human being broken on the wheels of living. In Love’s service, only wounded soldiers can serve. Physician, draw back.”
Later, the man who enters the pool first and is healed rejoices in his good fortune and turning to the physician says: “Please come with me. It is only an hour to my home. My son is lost in dark thoughts. I do not understand him and only you have ever lifted his mood. Only an hour.… There is also my daughter: since her child died, she sits in the shadow. She will not listen to us but she will listen to you.”13
Christians who remain in hiding continue to live the lie. We deny the reality of our sin. In a futile attempt to erase our past, we deprive the community of our healing gift. If we conceal our wounds out of fear and shame, our inner darkness can neither be illuminated nor become a light for others. We cling to our bad feelings and beat ourselves with the past when what we should do is let go. As Dietrich Bonhoeffer said, guilt is an idol. But when we dare to live as forgiven men and women, we join the wounded healers and draw closer to Jesus.
Henri Nouwen has explored this theme with depth and sensitivity in his classic work The Wounded Healer. He tells the story of a rabbi who asked the prophet Elijah when the Messiah would come. Elijah replied that the rabbi should ask the Messiah directly and that he would find Him sitting at the gates of the city. “How will I know Him?” the rabbi asked. Elijah replied, “He is sitting among the poor covered with wounds. The others unbind all their wounds at the same time and then bind them up again. But the Messiah unbinds one at a time and binds it up again saying to himself, ‘Perhaps I shall be needed. If so, I must always be ready so as not to delay for a moment.’”14
The suffering Servant of Isaiah recognizes His wounds, lets them show, and makes them available to the community as a source of healing.
The Wounded Healer implies that grace and healing are communicated through the vulnerability of men and women who have been fractured and heartbroken by life. In Love’s service, only wounded soldiers can serve.
Alcoholics Anonymous is a community of wounded healers. Psychiatrist James Knight wrote,
These persons have had their lives laid bare and pushed to the brink of destruction by alcoholism and its accompanying problems. When these persons arise from the ashes of the hellfire of addictive bondage, they have an understanding, sensitivity, and willingness to enter into and maintain healing encounters with their fellow alcoholics. In this encounter they cannot and will not permit themselves to forget their brokenness and vulnerability. Their wounds are acknowledged, accepted, and kept visible. Further, their wounds are used to illuminate and stabilize their own lives while they work to bring the healing of sobriety to their alcoholic brothers and sisters, and sometimes to their sons and daughters. The effectiveness of AA’s members in the care and treatment of their fellow alcoholics is one of the great success stories of our time, and graphically illustrates the power of wounds, when used creatively, to lighten the burden of pain and suffering.15 (emphasis added)
Rainer Maria Rilke, in Letters to a Young Poet, explained the efficacy of his own gift: “Do not believe that he who seeks to comfort you lives untroubled among the simple and quiet words that sometimes do you good. His life has much difficulty and sadness and remains far behind yours. Were it not otherwise he would never have been able to find these words.”16 Rilke’s own wounds of pain and sadness made him aware of his inner poverty and created an emptiness that became the free space into which Christ could pour His healing power. Here was an echo of the cry of Paul: “I shall be very happy to make my weaknesses my special boast that the power of Christ may stay over me” (2 Corinthians 12:9).
My own journey has taught me that only when I feel safe with God do I feel safe with myself. To trust the Abba who ran to His wayward son and never asked any questions enables us to trust ourselves at the core.
The decision to come out of hiding is our initiation rite into the healing ministry of Jesus Christ. It brings its own reward. We stand in the Truth that sets us free and live out of the Reality that makes us whole.
On the list of the ten best books I have read in my lifetime is Georges Bernanos’s Diary of a Country Priest. Since his ordination, the curate struggled with doubt, fear, anxiety, and insecurity. His last entry in his diary reads: “It’s all over now. The strange mistrust I had of myself, of my own being, has flown, I believe, forever. That conflict is done. I am reconciled to myself, to the poor, poor shell of me. How easy it is to hate oneself! True grace is in forgetting; yet if pride could die in us, the supreme grace would be to love oneself in all simplicity as one would love any member of the Body of Christ. Does it really matter? Grace is everywhere.”17
CHAPTER TWO
THE IMPOSTOR
LEONARD ZELIG IS THE QUINTESSENTIAL NEBBISH (YIDDISH FOR nerd). In Woody Allen’s hilarious and thought-provoking film Zelig, he is a celebrity nonentity who fits in everywhere because he actually changes his personality to each evolving situation. He rides in a ticker-tape parade down Mohalles canyon of heroes; he stands between U.S. presidents Herbert Hoover and Calvin Coolidge; he clowns with prizefighter Jack Dempsey; and he talks theater with playwright Eugene O’Neill. When Hitler rallies his supporters at Nuremberg, Leonard is right there on the speakers’ platform.
He has no personality of his own, so he assumes whatever strong personalities he meets up with. With the Chinese he is straight out of China. With rabbis, he miraculously grows a beard and side curls. With psychiatrists, he apes their jargon, strokes his chin with solemn wisdom. At the Vatican he is part of Pope Pius XI’s clerical retinue. In spring training he wears a Yankee uniform and stands in the on-deck circle to bat after Babe Ruth. He takes on the black skin of a jazz trumpeter, the blubber of a fatty, the profile of a Mohawk Indian. He is a chameleon. He changes color, accent, shape, as the world about him changes. He has no ideas or opinions of his own; he simply conforms. He wants only to be safe, to fit in, to be accepted, to be liked.… He is famous for being nobody, a nonperson.1
I could dismiss Allen’s caricature of the people-pleaser, except that I find so much of Leonard Zelig in myself. This radical poseur of my egocentric desires wears a thousand masks. My glittering image must be preserved at all costs. My impostor trembles at the prospect of incurring the displeasure and wrath of others. Incapable of direct speech, he hedges, waffles, procrastinates, and remains silent out of fear of rejection. As James Masterson has written in The Search for the Real Self, “The false self plays its deceptive role, ostensibly protecting us—but doing so in a way that is programmed to keep us fearful of being abandoned, losing support, not being able to cope on our own, not being able to be alone.”2
The impostor lives in fear. For years I have prided myself on being punctual. But in the silence and solitude of the Colorado cabin, I learned that my predictable performance was rooted in the fear of human disapproval. Reprimanding voices from authority figures in my childhood are still fixed in my psyche and trigger warnings of rebuke and sanction.
Impostors are preoccupied with acceptance and approval. Because of their suffocating need to please others, they cannot say no with the same confidence with which they say yes. And so they overextend themselves in people, projects, and causes, motivated not by personal commitment but by the fear of not living up to others’ expectations.
The false self was born when as children we were not loved well or were rejected or abandoned. John Bradshaw defines codependency as a disease “characterized by a loss of identity. To be codependent is to be out of touch with one’s feelings, needs, and desires.”3 The impostor is the classic codependent. To gain acceptance and approval, the false self suppresses or camouflages feelings, making emotional honesty impossible. Living out of the false self creates a compulsive desire to present a perfect image to the public so that everybody will admire us and nobody will know us. The impostor’s life becomes a perpetual roller-coaster ride of elation and depression.
The false self buys into outside experiences to furnish a personal source of meaning. The pursuit of money, power, glamor, sexual prowess, recognition, and status enhances one’s self-importance and creates the illusion of success. The impostor is what he does.
For many years I hid from my true self through my performance in ministry. I constructed an identity through sermons, books, and storytelling. I rationalized that if the majority of Christians thought well of me, there was nothing wrong with me. The more I invested in ministerial success, the more real the impostor became.
The impostor prompts us to attach importance to what has no importance, clothing with a false glitter what is least substantial and turning us away from what is real. The false self causes us to live in a world of delusion.
The impostor is a liar.
Our false self stubbornly blinds each of us to the light and the truth of our own emptiness and hollowness. We cannot acknowledge the darkness within. On the contrary the impostor proclaims his darkness as the most luminous light, varnishing truth and distorting reality. This brings to mind the apostle John’s words: “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us” (1 John 1:8, NIV).
Craving the approbation withheld in childhood, my false self staggers into each day with an insatiable appetite for affirmation. With my cardboard facade intact, I enter a roomful of people preceded by a muted trumpet: “Here I am,” whereas my true self hidden with Christ in God cries, “Oh, there you are!” The impostor bears a distinct resemblance to alcohol for the alcoholic. He is cunning, baffling, and powerful. He is insidious.
In one of Susan Howatch’s early novels, Glittering Images, the principal protagonist is Charles Ashworth, a brilliant young Anglican theologian who suddenly experiences complete moral collapse. Estranged from his father and longing for his paternal blessing, Ashworth goes to a monastery to meet with his spiritual director, an older man named Jon Darrow. Ashworth is frightened of being exposed as a venal clergyman and a spiritual failure. Cunningly, his impostor intervenes:
The thought of abject failure was appalling enough, but the thought of disappointing Darrow was intolerable. In panic I cast around for a solution which would protect me in my vulnerability, and when Darrow returned to my room that evening, the glittering image said to him: “I do wish you would tell me more about yourself, Father. There’s so much I’d like to know.”
As soon as the words were spoken, I felt myself relaxing. This was an infallible technique for acquiring the good will of older men. I would ask them about their past, I would listen with the ardent interest of the model disciple and I would be rewarded by a gratifying display of paternal benevolence which would be blind to all the faults and failings I was so desperately anxious to conceal. “Tell me about your days in the Navy!” I urged Darrow with all the warmth and charm I could muster, but although I waited with confidence for the response which would anesthetize my fear of unfitness, Darrow was silent.… Another silence fell as I painfully perceived the machinations of my glittering image.4
The impostor is attentive to the size, shape, and color of the bandages that veil my nothingness. The false self persuades me to be preoccupied with my weight. If I binge on a pint of Häagen-Dazs peanut butter vanilla and the scale signals distress the following morning, I am crestfallen. A beautiful day of sunshine beckons, but for the self-absorbed impostor, the bloom is off the rose. I think Jesus smiles at these minor vanities (checking myself out in the storefront window while pretending to look at the merchandise), but they kidnap my attention away from the indwelling God and temporarily rob me of the joy of God’s Holy Spirit. Yet the false self rationalizes my preoccupation with my waistline and overall appearance and whispers, “A fat, sloppy image will diminish your credibility in ministry.” Cunning.
I suspect I am not alone here. The narcissistic obsession with weight-watching in North America is a formidable ploy of the impostor. Despite the valid and important health factor, the amount of time and energy devoted to acquiring and maintaining a slender figure is staggering. No snack is unforeseen, no nibble spontaneous, no calorie uncharted, no strawberry left unaccounted. Professional guidance is procured, books and periodicals scrutinized, health spas subsidized, and the merits of the protein diet debated on national television. What is spiritual ecstasy compared to the exquisite pleasure of looking like a model? To paraphrase Cardinal Wolsey, “Would that I had served my God the way I have watched my waistline!”
The impostor demands to be noticed. His craving for compliments energizes his futile quest for carnal satisfaction. His bandages are his identity. Appearances are everything. He convolutes esse quam videri (to be rather than to seem to be) so that “seeming to be” becomes his modus operandi.
Midway through reading a newly published book, I noticed that the author had quoted something I had written previously. Instantly I felt a flush of gratification and a rush of self-importance. As I turned to Jesus in prayer and contacted my true self, the ubiquitous impostor was exposed anew.
“Every one of us is shadowed by an illusory person: a false self,” Thomas Merton observed. He went on to explain:
This is the man I want myself to be but who cannot exist, because God does not know anything about him. And to be unknown of God is altogether too much privacy. My false and private self is the one who wants to exist outside the reach of God’s will and God’s love—outside of reality and outside of life. And such a self cannot help but be an illusion. We are not very good at recognizing illusions, least of all the ones we cherish about ourselves—the ones we were born with and which feed the roots of sin. For most people in the world, there is no greater subjective reality than this false self of theirs, which cannot exist. A life devoted to the cult of this shadow is what is called a life of sin.5
Merton’s notion of sin focuses not primarily on individual sinful acts but on a fundamental option for a life of pretense. “There can only be two basic loves,” wrote Augustine, “the love of God unto the forgetfulness of self, or the love of self unto the forgetfulness and denial of God.” The fundamental option arises from the core of our being and incarnates itself in the specific choices of daily existence—either for the shadow self ruled by egocentric desires or for the true self hidden with Christ in God.
It is helpful to understand that not all human acts proceed from the core of our being. For instance, a husband makes a sincere choice in his marriage vows to love and honor his wife. But one hot summer day he loses his cool and gets into a blistering argument with her. Yet he does not retract his choice, because the anger arises from the periphery of his personality, not from the depth of his soul. The act does not touch the heart of his existence or represent a total commitment of his person.
Impostors draw their identity not only from achievements but from interpersonal relationships. They want to stand well with people of prominence because that enhances a person’s résumé and sense of self-worth.
One lonely night in the Colorado Rockies, I heard this message: “Brennan, you bring your full presence and attention to certain members of the community but offer a diminished presence to others. Those who have stature, wealth, and charisma, those you find interesting or charming or pretty or famous command your undivided attention, but people you consider plain or dowdy, those of lesser rank performing menial tasks, the unsung and uncelebrated are not treated with the same regard. This is not a minor matter to me, Brennan. The way you are with others every day, regardless of their status, is the true test of faith.”
Later in the evening as I dozed off, contrasting images danced on the screen of my mind: Carlton Hayes, a magnificently chiseled athlete in his early twenties, six-foot-three, 185 pounds, bounces on a trampoline flashing the irresistible Briteway smile. A crowd has gathered. He switches to skipping rope—a dazzling display of coordination, agility, and grace. The onlookers cheer. “Praise God,” the athlete shouts.
Meanwhile, Moe, one of his retinue of attendants, approaches with a glass of Gatorade. In his early fifties, Moe is five-foot-four and paunchy. He wears a rumpled suit, shirt open at the collar, tie askew. Moe has a thinning sliver of matted hair extending from his temples to the back of his head where it disappears in a clump of gray-black hair. The little attendant is unshaven. His bulbous jowls and one glass eye cause the spectators’ eyes to dart away.
“Pathetic little twerp,” one man says.
“Just an obsequious, star-struck hanger-on,” adds another.
Moe is neither. His heart is buried with Christ in the Father’s love. He moves unself-consciously through the crowd and extends the Gatorade gracefully to the hero. He is as comfortable as a hand in a glove with his servant role (that is how Jesus first revealed Himself to Moe and transformed his life). Moe feels safe with himself.
That night, Carlton Hayes will deliver the main address at the banquet of the Fellowship of Christian Athletes, who are attending from all fifty states. He will also be honored with a Waterford crystal cup as the first eight-time Olympic gold medalist.
Five thousand people gather at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel. Glitterati from the worlds of politics, sports, and show business are scattered throughout the room. As Hayes steps to the podium, the crowd is just finishing a sumptuous meal. The speaker’s address abounds with references to the power of Christ and unabashed gratitude to God. Hearts are touched; men and women weep unashamedly, then give a standing ovation.
But behind the glossy delivery, Carlton’s vacant stare reveals that his words do not inhabit his soul. Stardom has eroded his presence with Jesus. Intimacy with God has faded into the distance. The whispering of the Spirit has been drowned out by deafening applause.
Buoyed by success and the roar of the crowd, the Olympic hero moves easily from table to table. He ingratiates himself with everyone—from the waiters to the movie stars. Back at the Red Roof Inn, Moe eats his frozen TV dinner alone. He was not invited to the banquet at the Ritz-Carlton because, quite honestly, he just wouldn’t fit in. Surely it wouldn’t be fitting for a pot-bellied, glass-eyed, twerpy attendant to pull up a chair with the likes of Ronald Reagan, Charlton Heston, and Arnold Schwarzenegger.
Moe sits down at the table in his room and closes his eyes. The love of the crucified Christ surges within him. His eyes fill with tears. “Thank You, Jesus,” he whispers, as he peels the plastic top off his microwaved lasagna. He flips to Psalm 23 in his Bible.
I was in the dream, too. Where did I choose to spend that evening? My impostor rented a tux and we went to the Ritz. The next morning I awoke in the cabin at four A.M., showered and shaved, fixed a cup of coffee, and thumbed through the Scriptures. My eyes fell on a passage in 2 Corinthians: “From now onwards, therefore, we do not judge anyone by the standards of the flesh” (5:16). Ouch! I lug the false self around even in my dreams.
I relate to Charles Ashworth, the character in the Howatch novel, when his spiritual director comments, “Charles, would I be reading too much into your remarks if I deduced that liking and approval are very important to you?”
“Well, of course they’re important,” Ashworth exclaims. “Aren’t they important to everyone? Isn’t that what life’s all about? Success is people liking and approving of you. Failure is being rejected. Everyone knows that.”6
The sad irony is that the impostor cannot experience intimacy in any relationship. His narcissism excludes others. Incapable of intimacy with self and out of touch with his feelings, intuitions, and insight, the impostor is insensitive to the moods, needs, and dreams of others. Reciprocal sharing is impossible. The impostor has built life around achievements, success, busyness, and self-centered activities that bring gratification and praise from others. James Masterson, M.D., stated, “It is the nature of the false self to save us from knowing the truth about our real selves, from penetrating the deeper causes of our unhappiness, from seeing ourselves as we really are—vulnerable, afraid, terrified, and unable to let our real selves emerge.”7
Why does the impostor settle for life in such a diminished form? First, because repressed memories from childhood that laid the pattern for self-deception are too painful to recall and thus remain carefully concealed. Faint voices from the past stir vague feelings of angry correction and implied abandonment. Masterson’s summary is appropriate: “The false self has a highly skilled defensive radar whose purpose is to avoid feelings of rejection although sacrificing the need for intimacy. The system is constructed during the first years of life, when it is important to detect what would elicit the mother’s disapproval.”8
The second reason the impostor settles for less life is plain old cowardice. As a little one, I could justifiably cop a plea and claim that I was powerless and defenseless. But in the autumn of my life, strengthened by so much love and affection and seasoned by endless affirmation, I must painfully acknowledge that I still operate out of a fear-based center. I have been speechless in situations of flagrant injustice. While the impostor has performed superbly, I have assumed a passive role in relationships, stifled creative thinking, denied my real feelings, allowed myself to be intimidated by others, and then rationalized my behavior by persuading myself that the Lord wants me to be an instrument of peace.… At what price?
Merton said that a life devoted to the shadow is a life of sin. I have sinned in my cowardly refusal—out of fear of rejection—to think, feel, act, respond, and live from my authentic self. Of course, the impostor “argues relentlessly that the root of the problem is minor and should be ignored, that ‘mature’ men and women would not get so upset over something so trivial, that one’s equilibrium should be maintained even if it means placing unreasonable limits on personal hopes and dreams and accepting life in a diminished form.”9
WE EVEN REFUSE TO BE OUR TRUE SELF WITH GOD—AND THEN wonder why we lack intimacy with Him. The deepest desire of our hearts is for union with God. From the first moment of our existence our most powerful yearning is to fulfill the original purpose of our lives—“to see Him more clearly, love Him more dearly, follow Him more nearly.” We are made for God, and nothing less will really satisfy us.
C. S. Lewis could say that he was “surprised by joy,” gripped by a desire that made “everything else that had ever happened … insignificant in comparison.” Our hearts will ever be restless until they rest in Him. Jeffrey D. Imbach, in The Recovery of Love, wrote, “Prayer is essentially the expression of our heart longing for love. It is not so much the listing of our requests but the breathing of our own deepest request, to be united with God as fully as possible.”10
Have you ever felt baffled by your internal resistance to prayer? By the existential dread of silence, solitude, and being alone with God? By the way you drag yourself out of bed for morning praise, shuffle off to worship with the sacramental slump of the terminally ill, endure nightly prayer with stoic resignation, knowing that “this too shall pass”?
Beware the impostor!
The false self specializes in treacherous disguise. He is the lazy part of self, resisting the effort, asceticism, and discipline that intimacy with God requires. He inspires rationalizations, such as, “My work is my prayer; I’m too busy; prayer should be spontaneous so I just pray when I am moved by the Spirit.” The false self’s lame excuses allow us to maintain the status quo.
The false self dreads being alone, knowing “that if he would become silent within and without he would discover himself to be nothing. He would be left with nothing but his own nothingness, and to the false self which claims to be everything, such a discovery would be his undoing.”11
Obviously, the impostor is antsy in prayer. He hungers for excitement, craves some mood-altering experience. He is depressed when deprived of the spotlight. The false self is frustrated because he never hears God’s voice. He cannot, since God sees no one there. Prayer is death to every identity that does not come from God. The false self flees silence and solitude because they remind him of death. Author Parker Palmer has stated, “Becoming totally quiet and unreachably alone are two of the signs that life has gone, while activity and lively communication not only signify life but help us evade the prospect that our life will someday cease.”12
The impostor’s frenetic lifestyle cannot bear the inspection of death because it confronts him with the unbearable truth: “There is no substance under the things with which you are clothed. You are hollow and your structure of pleasure and ambitions has no foundation. You are objectified in them. But they are all destined by their very contingency to be destroyed. And when they are gone there will be nothing left of you but your own nakedness and emptiness and hollowness, to tell you that you are your own mistake.”13
The vivisection of the impostor’s anatomy appears to be a masochistic exercise in self-flagellation. Isn’t such morbid introspection self-defeating? Is this really necessary?
I maintain that it is not only necessary but indispensable for spiritual growth. The impostor must be called out of hiding, accepted, and embraced. He is an integral part of my total self. Whatever is denied cannot be healed. To acknowledge humbly that I often inhabit an unreal world, that I have trivialized my relationship with God, and that I am driven by vain ambition is the first blow in dismantling my glittering image. The honesty and willingness to stare down the false self dynamites the steel trapdoor of self-deception.
Peace lies in acceptance of truth. Any facet of the shadow self that we refuse to embrace becomes the enemy and forces us into defensive postures. As Simon Tugwell has written, “And the discarded pieces of ourselves will rapidly find incarnation in those around us. Not all hostility is due to this, but it is one major factor in our inability to cope with other people, that they represent to us precisely those elements in ourselves which we have refused to acknowledge.”14
As we come to grips with our own selfishness and stupidity, we make friends with the impostor and accept that we are impoverished and broken and realize that, if we were not, we would be God. The art of gentleness toward ourselves leads to being gentle with others—and is a natural prerequisite for our presence to God in prayer.
Hatred of the impostor is actually self-hatred. The impostor and I constitute one person. Contempt for the false self gives vent to hostility, which manifests itself as general irritability—an irritation at the same faults in others that we hate in ourselves. Self-hatred always results in some form of self-destructive behavior.
Accepting the reality of our sinfulness means accepting our authentic self. Judas could not face his shadow; Peter could. The latter befriended the impostor within; the former raged against him. “Suicide does not happen on a sudden impulse. It is an act that has been rehearsed during years of unconscious punitive behavior patterns.”15
Years ago, Carl Jung wrote:
The acceptance of oneself is the essence of the whole moral problem and the epitome of a whole outlook on life. That I feed the hungry, that I forgive an insult, that I love my enemy in the name of Christ—all these are undoubtedly great virtues. What I do unto the least of my brethren, that I do unto Christ. But what if I should discover that the least amongst them all, the poorest of all the beggars, the most impudent of all the offenders, the very enemy himself—that these are within me, and that I myself stand in need of the alms of my own kindness—that I myself am the enemy who must be loved—what then? As a rule, the Christian’s attitude is then reversed; there is no longer any question of love or long-suffering; we say to the brother within us “Raca,” and condemn and rage against ourselves. We hide it from the world; we refuse to admit ever having met this least among the lowly in ourselves.16
When we accept the truth of what we really are and surrender it to Jesus Christ, we are enveloped in peace, whether or not we feel ourselves to be at peace. By that I mean the peace that passes understanding is not a subjective sensation of peace; if we are in Christ, we are in peace even when we feel no peace.
With a graciousness and an understanding of human weakness that only God can exhibit, Jesus liberates us from alienation and self-condemnation and offers each of us a new possibility. He is the Savior who saves us from ourselves. His Word is freedom. The Master says to us:
Burn the old tapes spinning ‘round in your head that bind you up and lock you into a self-centered stereotype. Listen to the new song of salvation written for those who know that they are poor. Let go of your fear of the Father and your dislike of yourself. Remember the play Don Quixote? The Knight of the Mirrors lied to him when he said, “See yourself as you really are. Discover that you are not a noble knight, but an idiotic scarecrow of a man.” And the Enchanter lies to you when he says, “Thou art no knight but a foolish pretender. Look in the mirror of reality. Behold things as they really are. What dost thou see? Naught but an aging fool.” The Father of Lies twists the truth and distorts reality. He is the author of cynicism and skepticism, mistrust and despair, sick thinking and self-hatred. I am the Son of compassion. You belong to Me and no one will tear you from My hand.
Jesus discloses God’s true feelings toward us. As we turn the pages of the Gospels, we discover that the people Jesus encounters there are you and me. The understanding and compassion He offers them, He also offers you and me.
On the twentieth and last day of my stay in the Colorado Rockies, I wrote this letter:
Good morning, impostor. Surely you are surprised by the cordial greeting. You probably expected, “Hello, you little jerk,” since I have hammered you from day one of this retreat. Let me begin by admitting that I have been unreasonable, ungrateful, and unbalanced in my appraisal of you. (Of course, you are aware, puff of smoke, that in addressing you, I am talking to myself. You are not some isolated, impersonal entity living on an asteroid but a real part of me.)
I come to you today not with rod in hand but with an olive branch. When I was a little shaver and first knew that no one was there for me, you intervened and showed me where to hide. (In those Depression days of the thirties, you recall, my parents were doing the best they could with what they had just to provide food and shelter.)
At that moment in time, you were invaluable. Without your intervention I would have been overwhelmed by dread and paralyzed by fear. You were there for me and played a crucial, protective role in my development. Thank you.
When I was four years old, you taught me how to build a cottage. Remember the game? I would crawl under the covers from the head of the bed to the footrest and pull the sheets, blanket, and pillow over me—actually believing that no one could find me. I felt safe. I’m still amazed at how effectively it worked. My mind would think happy thoughts, and I would spontaneously smile and start to laugh under the covers. We built that cottage together because the world we inhabited was not a friendly place.
But in the construction process you taught me how to hide my real self from everyone and initiated a lifelong process of concealment, containment, and withdrawal. Your resourcefulness enabled me to survive. But then your malevolent side appeared and you started lying to me. “Brennan,” you whispered, “if you persist in this folly of being yourself, your few long-suffering friends will hit the bricks, leaving you all alone. Stuff your feelings, shut down your memories, withhold your opinions, and develop social graces so you’ll fit in wherever you are.”
And so, the elaborate game of pretense and deception began. Because it worked I raised no objection. As the years rolled by, you-I got strokes from a variety of sources. We were elated and concluded the game must go on.
But you needed someone to bridle you and rein you in. I had neither the perception nor the courage to tame you, so you continued to rumble like Sherman through Atlanta, gathering momentum along the way. Your appetite for attention and affirmation became insatiable. I never confronted you with the lie because I was deceived myself.
The bottom line, my pampered playmate, is that you are both needy and selfish. You need care, love, and a safe dwelling place. On this last day in the Rockies my gift is to take you where, unknowingly, you have longed to be—into the presence of Jesus. Your days of running riot are history. From now on, you slow down, slow very down.
In His presence, I notice that you have already begun to shrink. Wanna know somethin’, little guy? You’re much more attractive that way. I am nicknaming you “Pee-Wee.” Naturally, you are not going to roll over suddenly and die. I know you will get disgruntled at times and start to act out, but the longer you spend time in the presence of Jesus, the more accustomed you grow to His face, the less adulation you will need because you will have discovered for yourself that He is Enough. And in the Presence, you will delight in the discovery of what it means to live by grace and not by performance.
Your friend,
Brennan
CHAPTER THREE
THE BELOVED
AFTER WILLIAM LEAST HEAT MOON LEARNED THAT HIS JOB AS a college professor was terminated because of declining enrollment and that his wife from whom he was separated was living with another man, he set out to explore the “blue highways”—the backroads of North America.
One morning, while he was eating breakfast in the campus cafeteria at Mississippi College in Clinton, “a crewcut student wearing mesh step-in casuals sat down to a tall stack of pancakes. He was a methodical fellow. After a prayer running almost a minute, he pulled from his briefcase a Bible reading stand, clips to hold the book open, a green felt-tip, a pink, a yellow, next came a squeeze bottle of liquid margarine, a bottle of Log Cabin syrup wrapped in plastic, a linen napkin, and one of those little lemony wet-wipes. The whole business looked like the old circus where twelve men get out of a car the size of a trash can.… I thought he was going to pull out a Water-Pik and the Ark of the Covenant next.”1
In this sketch, Moon offers a glimpse of the true self—unself-conscious, unpretentious, immersed in life, absorbed in the present moment, breathing in God as naturally as a fish swimming in water.
Spirituality is not one compartment or sphere of life. Rather, it is a lifestyle: the process of life lived with the vision of faith. Sanctity lies in discovering my true self, moving toward it, and living out of it.
As the years in the monastery passed, Thomas Merton began to see that the highest spiritual development was to be “ordinary,” “to become fully a man, in the way few human beings succeed in becoming so simply and naturally themselves … the measures of what others might be if society did not distort them with greed or ambition or lust or desperate want.”2
John Eagan, who died in 1987, was an ordinary man. An unheralded high school teacher in Milwaukee, he spent thirty years ministering with youth. He never wrote a book, appeared on television, converted the masses, or gathered a reputation for holiness. He ate, slept, drank, biked cross-country, roamed through the woods, taught classes, and prayed. And he kept a journal, published shortly after his death. It is the story of an ordinary man whose soul was seduced and ravished by Jesus Christ. The introduction reads, “The point of John’s journal is that we ourselves are the greatest obstacle to our own nobility of soul—which is what sanctity means. We judge ourselves unworthy servants, and that judgment becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. We deem ourselves too inconsiderable to be used even by a God capable of miracles with no more than mud and spit. And thus our false humility shackles an otherwise omnipotent God.”3
Eagan, a flawed man with salient weaknesses and character defects, learned that brokenness is proper to the human condition, that we must forgive ourselves for being unlovable, inconsistent, incompetent, irritable, and potbellied, and he knew that his sins could not keep him from God. They had all been redeemed by the blood of Christ. In repentance he took his shadow self to the Cross and dared to live as a forgiven man. In Eagan’s journey one hears echoes of Merton: “God is asking me, the unworthy, to forget my unworthiness and that of my brothers, and dare to advance in the love which has redeemed and renewed us all in God’s likeness. And to laugh, after all, at the preposterous ideas of ‘worthiness.’”4
Struggling to shrink the illusory self, Eagan pursued a life of contemplative prayer with ruthless fidelity. During his annual, silent eight-day directed retreat the revelation of his true self hit with sledgehammer force. On the morning of the sixth day, he was visiting with his spiritual director:
That day Bob says with great clarity, striking the table with his fist: … John, this is your call, the way God is calling you. Pray for a deepening of this love, yes, savor the present moment where God is. Indulge the contemplative in you, surrender to it; let it be, search for God….”
Then he states something that I will ponder for years; he says it very deliberately. I ask him to repeat it so that I can write it down. “John, the heart of it is this: to make the Lord and his immense love for you constitutive of your personal worth. Define yourself radically as one beloved by God. God’s love for you and his choice of you constitute your worth. Accept that, and let it become the most important thing in your life.”
We discuss it. The basis of my personal worth is not my possessions, my talents, not esteem of others, reputation … not kudos of appreciation from parents and kids, not applause, and everyone telling you how important you are to the place.… I stand anchored now in God before whom I stand naked, this God who tells me “You are my son, my beloved one.”5(emphasis added)
The ordinary self is the extraordinary self—the inconspicuous nobody who shivers in the cold of winter and sweats in the heat of summer, who wakes up unreconciled to the new day, who sits before a stack of pancakes, weaves through traffic, bangs around in the basement, shops in the supermarket, pulls weeds and rakes up the leaves, makes love and snowballs, flies kites and listens to the sound of rain on the roof.
While the impostor draws his identity from past achievements and the adulation of others, the true self claims identity in its belovedness. We encounter God in the ordinariness of life: not in the search for spiritual highs and extraordinary, mystical experiences but in our simple presence in life.
Writing to a New York intellectual and close friend, Henri Nouwen stated, “All I want to say to you is, ‘You are the Beloved,’ and all I hope is that you can hear these words as spoken to you with all the tenderness and force that love can hold. My only desire is to make these words reverberate in every corner of your being—‘You are the Beloved.’”6 Anchored in this reality, our true self needs neither a muted trumpet to herald our arrival nor a gaudy soapbox to rivet attention from others. We give glory to God simply by being ourselves.
God created us for union with Himself: This is the original purpose of our lives. And God is defined as love (1 John 4:16). Living in awareness of our belovedness is the axis around which the Christian life revolves. Being the beloved is our identity, the core of our existence. It is not merely a lofty thought, an inspiring idea, or one name among many. It is the name by which God knows us and the way He relates to us.
As He has said, “If anyone has ears to hear, let him listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches: to those who prove victorious I will give the hidden manna and a white stone—a stone with a new name written on it, known only to the man who receives it” (Revelation 2:17).
If I must seek an identity outside of myself, then the accumulation of wealth, power, and honors allures me. Or I may find my center of gravity in interpersonal relationships. Ironically, the church itself can stroke the impostor by conferring and withholding honors, offering pride of place based on performance, and creating the illusion of status by rank and pecking order. When belonging to an elite group eclipses the love of God, when I draw life and meaning from any source other than my belovedness, I am spiritually dead. When God gets relegated to second place behind any bauble or trinket, I have swapped the pearl of great price for painted fragments of glass.
“Who am I?” asked Merton, and he responded, “I am one loved by Christ.”7 This is the foundation of the true self. The indispensable condition for developing and maintaining the awareness of our belovedness is time alone with God. In solitude we tune out the nay-saying whispers of our worthlessness and sink down into the mystery of our true self. Our longing to know who we really are—which is the source of all our discontent—will never be satisfied until we confront and accept our solitude. There we discover that the truth of our belovedness is really true. Our identity rests in God’s relentless tenderness for us revealed in Jesus Christ.
Our controlled frenzy creates the illusion of a well-ordered existence. We move from crisis to crisis, responding to the urgent and neglecting the essential. We still walk around. We still perform all the gestures and actions identified as human, but we resemble people carried along on the mechanical sidewalk at an airport. The fire in the belly dies. We no longer hear what Boris Pasternak called “the inward music” of our belovedness. Mike Yaconelli, the cofounder of Youth Specialties, tells about the time when, dejected and demoralized, he trundled off with his wife, Karla, to Toronto, Canada, to make a five-day retreat at the L’Arche (the Ark) community. He went hoping to draw inspiration from the mentally and physically handicapped people who lived there or find solace in the presence and preaching of Henri Nouwen. Instead, he found his true self. He tells his story:
It took only a few hours of silence before I began to hear my soul speaking. It only took being alone for a short period of time for me to discover I wasn’t alone. God had been trying to shout over the noisiness of my life, and I couldn’t hear Him. But in the stillness and solitude, his whispers shouted from my soul, “Michael, I am here. I have been calling you, but you haven’t been listening. Can you hear me, Michael? I love you. I have always loved you. And I have been waiting for you to hear me say that to you. But you have been so busy trying to prove to yourself you are loved that you have not heard me.”
I heard him, and my slumbering soul was filled with the joy of the prodigal son. My soul was awakened by a loving Father who had been looking and waiting for me. Finally, I accepted my brokenness. …I had never come to terms with that. Let me explain. I knew I was broken. I knew I was a sinner. I knew I continually disappointed God, but I could never accept that part of me. It was a part of me that embarrassed me. I continually felt the need to apologize, to run from my weaknesses, to deny who I was and concentrate on what I should be. I was broken, yes, but I was continually trying never to be broken again—or at least to get to the place where I was very seldom broken….
At L’Arche, it became very clear to me that I had totally misunderstood the Christian faith. I came to see that it was in my brokenness, in my powerlessness, in my weakness that Jesus was made strong. It was in the acceptance of my lack of faith that God could give me faith. It was in the embracing of my brokenness that I could identify with others’ brokenness. It was my role to identify with others’ pain, not relieve it. Ministry was sharing, not dominating; understanding, not theologizing; caring, not fixing.
What does all this mean?
I don’t know … and to be quite blunt, that is the wrong question. I only know that at certain times in all of our lives, we make an adjustment in the course of our lives. This was one of those times for me. If you were to look at a map of my life, you would not be aware of any noticeable difference other than a slight change in direction. I can only tell you that it feels very different now. There is an anticipation, an electricity about God’s presence in my life that I have never experienced before. I can only tell you that for the first time in my life I can hear Jesus whisper to me every day, “Michael, I love you. You are beloved.” And for some strange reason, that seems to be enough.8
The unperfumed tone of this narrative gives off the scent of a man without pretense. No pious facade, no false modesty. Something has changed. On a wintry night in Toronto, an earthen vessel with feet of clay laid hold of his belovedness. Yaconelli still brushes his teeth, coifs his ragged beard, pulls on his pants one leg at a time, and sits eagerly before a tall stack of pancakes, but his soul is suffused with glory. The tenderness of God has battered the defenses Yaconelli had erected. And hope is restored. The future no longer looks ominous. Taken captive by the now, Yaconelli has no space left for anxiety about tomorrow. The impostor will return from time to time, but in the desert of the present moment, Yaconelli rests in a safe place.
We are looking not at some spiritual giant of the Christian tradition, but at an ordinary evangelical man who has encountered the God of ordinary people. The God who grabs scalawags and ragamuffins by the scruff of the neck and raises them up to seat them with the princes and princesses of His people.
Is this miracle enough for anybody? Or has the thunder of “God loved the world so much” been so muffled by the roar of religious rhetoric that we are deaf to the word that God could have tender feelings for us?
ONE THING THAT STRUCK ME IN READING YACONELLI’S BACK DOOR column was the simplicity, honesty, and directness of the words. They stand in marked contrast to the gaseous language of the impostors who hide in evasions, equivocations, and obfuscations.
Several years ago, in the heyday of my impostor, I wrote a book review for a fellow impostor’s first published work. I defended his prose style saying, “His floridities are merely orotundity. Nevertheless, his unremitting gaseousness has an organic fluidity and turgescence difficult to duplicate and oddly purgative for the reader.” Whew.
I began a lecture on the eleventh step of the AA program with a story about a man in a crisis who notices and eats a strawberry. I was emphasizing his ability to live in the present moment. Then I launched into what I considered to be a dazzling explanation of the step, an interpretation filled with profound ontological, theological, and spiritual insights.
Later, a woman approached the podium and said to me, “I loved your story about the strawberry.” We agreed that one humble strawberry had more power than all my pompous inanities.
The impostor’s vocabulary abounds in puffy, colorless, and self-important words. Is it mere coincidence that the gospel lacks self-conscious, empty language? The Gospels contain no trace of junk words, jargon, or meaningful nonsense at all. Unharnessed and untamed, the impostor often sounds like a cross between William Faulkner and the Marx Brothers. His unctuous pronouncements and pontifications are a profusion of half-truths. Because he is the master of disguise, he can easily slip into feigned humility, the attentive listener, the witty raconteur, the intellectual heavy, or the urbane inhabitant of the global village. The false self is skilled at the controlled openness that scrupulously avoids any significant self-disclosure.
Walker Percy captures this evasiveness in a chilling scene from his novel The Second Coming: “She spoke with the quietness of people after a storm which had drowned out their voices. What struck him was not sadness or remorse or pity but the wonder of it. How can it be? How can it happen that one day you are young, you marry, and then another day you come to yourself and your life has passed like a dream? They looked at each other curiously and wondered how they could have missed each other, lived in the same house all these years and passed in the hall like ghosts.”9
Silence is not simply the absence of noise or the shutdown of communication with the outside world, but rather a process of coming to stillness. Silent solitude forges true speech. I’m not speaking of physical isolation; solitude here means being alone with the Alone, experiencing the transcendent Other and growing in awareness of one’s identity as the beloved. It is impossible to know another person intimately without spending time together. Silence makes this solitude a reality. It has been said, “Silence is solitude practiced in action.”
It is much like the story of the harried executive who went to the desert father and complained about his frustration in prayer, his flawed virtue, and his failed relationships. The hermit listened closely to his visitor’s rehearsal of the struggle and disappointments in trying to lead a Christian life. He then went into the dark recesses of his cave and came out with a basin and a pitcher of water.
“Now watch the water as I pour it into the basin,” he said. The water splashed on the bottom and against the sides of the container. It was agitated and turbulent. At first the stirred-up water swirled around the inside of the basin; then it gradually began to settle, until finally the small fast ripples evolved into larger swells that oscillated back and forth. Eventually, the surface became so smooth that the visitor could see his face reflected in the placid water. “That is the way it is when you live constantly in the midst of others,” said the hermit. “You do not see yourself as you really are because of all the confusion and disturbance. You fail to recognize the divine presence in your life and the consciousness of your belovedness slowly fades.”
It takes time for the water to settle. Coming to interior stillness requires waiting. Any attempt to hasten the process only stirs up the water anew.
Guilt feelings may arise immediately. The shadow self insinuates that you are selfish, wasting time, and evading the responsibilities of family, career, ministry, and community. You can ill afford this idle luxury. Theologian Edward Schillebeeckx responded: “In a revealed religion, silence with God has a value in itself and for its own sake, just because God is God. Failure to recognize the value of mere being with God, as the beloved, without doing anything, is to gouge the heart out of Christianity.”10
Silent solitude makes true speech possible and personal. If I am not in touch with my own belovedness, then I cannot touch the sacredness of others. If I am estranged from myself, I am likewise a stranger to others. Experience has taught me that I connect best with others when I connect with the core of myself. When I allow God to liberate me from unhealthy dependence on people, I listen more attentively, love more unselfishly, and am more compassionate and playful. I take myself less seriously, become aware that the breath of the Father is on my face and that my countenance is bright with laughter in the midst of an adventure I thoroughly enjoy.
Conscientiously “wasting” time with God enables me to speak and act from greater strength, to forgive rather than nurse the latest bruise to my wounded ego, to be capable of magnanimity during the petty moments of life. It empowers me to lose myself, at least temporarily, against a greater background than the tableau of my fears and insecurities, to merely be still and know that God is God. Anthony Padovano commented,
It means I don’t figure out and don’t analyze but I simply lose myself in the thought or the experience of just being alive, of merely being in a community of believers, but focusing on the essence or presence rather than on what kind of pragmatic consequences should follow from that, merely that it’s good to be there, even if I don’t know where “there” is, or why it’s good to be there. Already I have reached a contemplative stillness in my being.11
As a fringe benefit, practicing silent solitude enables us to sleep less and to feel more energetic. The energy expended in the impostor’s exhausting pursuit of illusory happiness is now available to be focused on the things that really matter—love, friendship, and intimacy with God.
Being alone with the Alone moves us from what John Henry Newman called rational or notional knowledge to real knowledge. The first means that I know something in a remote, abstract way that never intrudes on my consciousness; the second means I may not know it but I act on it anyway. In a poem, T. S. Eliot wrote, “It’s bad tonight, my nerves are shattered. Just talk to me. I’ll make it through the night.” In solitary silence we listen with great attentiveness to the voice that calls us the beloved. God speaks to the deepest strata of our souls, into our self-hatred and shame, our narcissism, and takes us through the night into the daylight of His truth: “Do not be afraid, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by your name, you are mine. You are precious in my eyes, because you are honored and I love you … the mountains may depart, the hills be shaken, but my love for you will never leave you and my covenant of peace with you will never be shaken” (Isaiah 43:1, 4; 54:10).
Let us pause here. It is God who has called us by name. The God beside whose beauty the Grand Canyon is only a shadow has called us beloved. The God beside whose power the nuclear bomb is nothing has tender feelings for us.
We are plunged into mystery—what Abraham Heschel called “radical amazement.” Hushed and trembling, we are creatures in the presence of ineffable Mystery above all creatures and beyond all telling.
The moment of truth has arrived. We are alone with the Alone. The revelation of God’s tender feelings for us is not mere dry knowledge. For too long and too often along my journey, I have sought shelter in hand-clapping liturgies and cerebral Scripture studies. I have received knowledge without appreciation, facts without enthusiasm. Yet, when the scholarly investigations were over, I was struck by the insignificance of it all. It just didn’t seem to matter.
But when the night is bad and my nerves are shattered and Infinity speaks, when God Almighty shares through His Son the depth of His feelings for me, when His love flashes into my soul and when I am overtaken by Mystery, it is kairos—the decisive inbreak of God in this saving moment of my personal history. No one can speak for me. Alone, I face a momentous decision. Shivering in the rags of my sixty-plus years, either I escape into skepticism and intellectualism or with radical amazement I surrender in faith to the truth of my belovedness.
At every moment of our existence God offers us this good news. Sadly, many of us continue to cultivate such an artificial identity that the liberating truth of our belovedness fails to break through. So we become grim, fearful, and legalistic. We hide our pettiness and wallow in guilt. We huff and puff to impress God, scramble for brownie points, thrash about trying to fix ourselves, and live the gospel in such a joyless fashion that it has little appeal to nominal Christians and unbelievers searching for truth.
From hound-dog disciples and sour-faced saints, spare us, oh Lord! Frederick Buechner wrote, “Repent and believe in the gospel, Jesus says. Turn around and believe that the good news that we are loved is better than we ever dared hope, and that to believe in that good news, to live out of it and toward it, to be in love with that good news, is of all glad things in this world the gladdest thing of all. Amen, and come, Lord Jesus.”12
The chorus of voices quoted in this chapter call out to us to claim the grace given to John Eagan: Define yourself radically as one beloved by God. This is the true self. Every other identity is illusion.
CHAPTER FOUR
ABBA’S CHILD
SEVERAL YEARS AGO, I DIRECTED A PARISH RENEWAL IN CLEARWATER, Florida. The morning after it ended, the pastor invited me to his home for breakfast. Sitting on my plate was an envelope containing a brief note from a member of the church. It brought tears to my eyes: “Dear Brennan, In all my eighty-three years, I have never had an experience like this. During your week of renewal here at Saint Cecelia’s, you promised that if we attended each night, our lives would be changed. Mine has. Last week I was terrified at the prospect of dying; tonight I am homesick for the house of my Abba.”
A central theme in the personal life of Jesus Christ, which lies at the very heart of the revelation that He is, is His growing intimacy with, trust in, and love of His Abba.
After His birth in Bethlehem, Jesus was raised in Nazareth by Mary and Joseph, according to the strict monotheistic tradition of the Jewish community. Like every devout Jew, Jesus prayed the Shema Israel, “Hear, O Israel, the Lord your God is one God” (see Deuteronomy 6:4), three times a day. Jesus was surrounded with the Absolute, dominated by the One, the Eternal, the “I AM WHO I AM.”
In His human journey, Jesus experienced God in a way that no prophet of Israel had ever dreamed or dared. Jesus was indwelt by the Spirit of the Father and given a name for God that would scandalize both the theology and public opinion of Israel, the name that escaped the mouth of the Nazarene carpenter: Abba.
Jewish children used this intimate colloquial form of speech in addressing their fathers, and Jesus Himself employed it with His foster-father Joseph. As a term for divinity, however, it was unprecedented not only in Judaism but in any of the great world religions. Joachim Jeremias wrote, “Abba, as a way of addressing God, is ipsissima vox, an authentic original utterance of Jesus. We are confronted with something new and astounding. Herein lies the great novelty of the gospel.”l Jesus, the beloved Son, does not hoard this experience for Himself. He invites and calls us to share the same intimate and liberating relationship.
Paul wrote, “For all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God. For you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear but you have received a spirit of adoption. When we cry ‘Abba,’ it is that spirit bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God” (Romans 8:14-16).
John, “the disciple Jesus loved,” views intimacy with Abba as the primary effect of the Incarnation: “To all who did accept him he gave power to become children of God” (John 1:12). Hadn’t John heard Jesus begin His farewell discourse in the Upper Room with these words, “My little children” (13:33)? Thus John exclaims, “Think of the love the Father has lavished on us, by letting us be called God’s children; and that is what we are” (1 John 3:1).
The greatest gift I have ever received from Jesus Christ has been the Abba experience. “No one knows the Son except the Father, just as no one knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him” (Matthew 11:27). My dignity as Abba’s child is my most coherent sense of self. When I seek to fashion a self-image from the adulation of others and the inner voice whispers, “You’ve arrived; you’re a player in the Kingdom enterprise,” there is no truth in that self-concept. When I sink into despondency and the inner voice whispers, “You are no good, a fraud, a hypocrite, and a dilettante,” there is no truth in any image shaped from that message. As Gerald May has noted, “It is important to recognize these self-commentaries for the mind tricks they are. They have nothing to do with our real dignity. How we view ourselves at any given moment may have very little to do with who we really are.”2
DURING THE COURSE OF A SILENT DIRECTED RETREAT I JOURNALED:
Wernersville, Pennsylvania, January 2, 1977—Outside it’s dark and below zero. That pretty well describes where I’m at inside. The opening night of an eight-day retreat and I’m filled with a sense of uneasiness, restlessness, even dread. Bone-weary and lonely. I can’t connect two thoughts about God. Have abandoned any attempt at prayer: It seems too artificial. The few words spoken to God are forced and ring hollow in my empty soul. There is no joy being in His presence. An oppressive but vague feeling of guilt stirs within me. Somehow or other I have failed Him. Maybe pride and vanity have blinded me; maybe insensitivity to pain has hardened my heart. Is my life a disappointment to You? Are You grieved by the shallowness of my soul? Whatever, I’ve lost You through my own fault and I am powerless to undo it….
So began my annual retreat. The physical fatigue soon passed but the spiritual dryness remained. I groaned through two hours of desolate prayer each morning, another two in the afternoon, and two more at night. Always scatterbrained, disoriented, rowing with one oar in the water. I read Scripture. Dust. I paced the floor. Boredom. Tried a biblical commentary. Zilch.
On the afternoon of the fifth day I went to the chapel at four P.M. and settled into a straight-backed chair to begin “the great stare”—meditation.
For the next thirteen hours I remained wide awake, motionless, utterly alert. At ten minutes after five the next morning I left the chapel with one phrase ringing in my head and pounding in my heart: Live in the wisdom of accepted tenderness.
Tenderness awakens within the security of knowing we are thoroughly and sincerely liked by someone. The mere presence of that special someone in a crowded room brings an inward sigh of relief and a strong sense of feeling safe. The experience of a warm, caring, affective presence banishes our fears. The defense mechanisms of the impostor—sarcasm, name-dropping, self-righteousness, the need to impress others—fall away. We become more open, real, vulnerable, and affectionate. We grow tender.
Years ago, I related a story about a priest from Detroit named Edward Farrell who went on his two-week summer vacation to Ireland. His one living uncle was about to celebrate his eightieth birthday. On the great day, the priest and his uncle got up before dawn and dressed in silence. They took a walk along the shores of Lake Killarney and stopped to watch the sunrise. Standing side by side with not a word exchanged and staring straight at the rising sun. Suddenly the uncle turned and went skipping down the road. He was radiant, beaming, smiling from ear to ear.
His nephew said, “Uncle Seamus, you really look happy.”
“I am, lad.”
“Want to tell me why?”
His eighty-year-old uncle replied, “Yes, you see, my Abba is very fond of me.”
How would you respond if I asked you this question: “Do you honestly believe God likes you, not just loves you because theologically God has to love you?” If you could answer with gut-level honesty, “Oh, yes, my Abba is very fond of me,” you would experience a serene compassion for yourself that approximates the meaning of tenderness.
“Can a woman forget her nursing child, and have no compassion [tenderness] on the son of her womb? Even these may forget, but I will not forget you” (Isaiah 49:15, NASB).
Scripture suggests that the essence of the divine nature is compassion and that the heart of God is defined by tenderness. “By the tender mercy [compassion] of our God who from on high will bring the rising sun to visit us, to give light to those who live in darkness and the shadow of death, and to guide our feet into the way of peace” (Luke 1:78-79). Richard Foster wrote, “His heart is the most sensitive and tender of all. No act goes unnoticed, no matter how insignificant or small. A cup of cold water is enough to put tears in the eyes of God. Like the proud mother who is thrilled to receive a bouquet of wilted dandelions from her child, so God celebrates our feeble expressions of gratitude.”3
Jesus, for “in his body lives the fullness of divinity” (Colossians 2:9), singularly understands the tenderness and compassion of the Father’s heart. Eternally begotten from the Father, He is Abba’s Child. Why did Jesus love sinners, ragamuffins, and the rabble who knew nothing of the Law? Because His Abba loved them. He did nothing on His own, but only what His Abba told Him. Through meal-sharing, preaching, teaching, and healing, Jesus acted out His understanding of the Father’s indiscriminate love—a love that causes His sun to rise on bad men as well as good, and His rain to fall on honest and dishonest men alike (Matthew 5:45).
In these acts of love Jesus created a scandal for devout, religious Palestinian Jews:
The absolutely unpardonable thing was not his concern for the sick, the cripples, the lepers, the possessed … not even his partnership for the poor, humble people. The real trouble was that he got involved with moral failures, with obviously irreligious and immoral people; people morally and politically suspect, so many dubious, obscure, abandoned, hopeless types, existing as an eradicable evil, on the fringe of every society. This was the real scandal. Did he really have to go so far? … What kind of dangerous and naive love is this, which does not know its limits: the frontiers between fellow countrymen and foreigners, party members and non-members, between neighbors and distant people, between honorable and dishonorable callings, between moral and immoral, good and bad people? As if dissociation were not absolutely necessary here. As if we ought not to judge in these cases. As if we could always forgive in these circumstances.4
Because the shining sun and the falling rain are given both to those who love God and to those who reject God, the compassion of the Son embraces those who are still living in sin. The Pharisee lurking within all of us shuns sinners. Jesus turns toward them with gracious kindness. He sustains His attention throughout their lives for the sake of their conversion “which is always possible to the very last moment.”5
THE HOLY SPIRIT IS THE BOND OF TENDERNESS BETWEEN THE Father and the Son. Thus, the indwelling Spirit bears the indelible stamp of the compassion of God, and the heart of the Spirit-filled person overflows with tenderness. “The love of God has been poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit which has been given us” (Romans 5:5). As partakers of the divine nature, the noblest aspiration and the most demanding task of our lives is to become like Christ. In this context, Saint Irenaeus wrote that God took on our humanness so that we might become like God. Across the centuries this has meant many different things to many different people. If God is viewed primarily as omniscient, growth in wisdom and knowledge becomes the foremost priority of human existence. If God is envisioned as all-powerful, seeking authority in order to influence others is the way to become like God. If God is perceived as immutable and invulnerable, granite-like consistency and a high threshold for pain is the way of godliness.
The life of Jesus suggests that to be like Abba is to show compassion. Donald Gray expresses this: “Jesus reveals in an exceptionally human life what it is to live a divine life, a compassionate life.”6
Scripture points to an intimate connection between compassion and forgiveness. According to Jesus, a distinctive sign of Abba’s child is the willingness to forgive our enemies: “Love your enemies and do good … and you will be sons of the Most High for he himself is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked” (Luke 6:35). In the Lord’s Prayer we acknowledge the primary characteristic of Abba’s children when we pray, “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.” Jesus presents His Abba as the model for our forgiveness: the king in Matthew 18 who forgives a fantastic sum, an unpayable debt, the God who forgives without limit (the meaning of seventy times seven).
God calls His children to a countercultural lifestyle of forgiveness in a world that demands an eye for an eye—and worse. But if loving God is the first commandment, and loving our neighbor proves our love for God, and if it is easy to love those who love us, then loving our enemies must be the filial badge that identifies Abba’s children.
The summons to live as forgiven and forgiving children is radically inclusive. It is addressed not only to the wife whose husband forgot their wedding anniversary but also to parents whose child was slaughtered by a drunken driver, to the victims of slanderous accusations and to the poor living in filthy boxes who see the rich drive by in Mercedes, to the sexually molested and to spouses shamed by the unfaithfulness of their partner, to believers who have been terrorized with blasphemous images of an unbiblical deity and to the mother in El Salvador whose daughter’s body was returned to her horribly butchered, to elderly couples who lost all their savings because their bankers were thieves and to the woman whose alcoholic husband squandered their inheritance, to those who are objects of ridicule, discrimination, and prejudice.
The demands of forgiveness are so daunting that they seem humanly impossible. The exigencies of forgiveness are simply beyond the capacity of ungraced human will. Only reckless confidence in a Source greater than ourselves can empower us to forgive the wounds inflicted by others. In boundary moments such as these there is only one place to go—Calvary.
Stay there for a long time and watch as Abba’s Only-Begotten dies utterly alone in bloody disgrace. Watch as He breathes forgiveness on His torturers at the moment of their greatest cruelty and mercilessness. On that lonely hill outside the city wall of old Jerusalem, you will experience the healing power of the dying Lord.
Experientially, the inner healing of the heart is seldom a sudden catharsis or an instant liberation from bitterness, anger, resentment, and hatred. More often it is a gentle growing into oneness with the Crucified who has achieved our peace through His blood on the cross. This may take considerable time because the memories are still so vivid and the hurt is still so deep. But it will happen. The crucified Christ is not merely a heroic example to the church: He is the power and wisdom of God, a living force in His present risenness, transforming our lives and enabling us to extend the hand of reconciliation to our enemies.
Understanding triggers the compassion that makes forgiveness possible. Author Stephen Covey recalled an incident while riding the New York City subway one Sunday morning. The few passengers aboard were reading the newspaper or dozing. It was a quiet, almost somnolent ride through the bowels of the Big Apple. Covey was engrossed in reading when a man accompanied by several small children boarded at the next stop. In less than a minute, bedlam erupted. The kids ran up and down the aisle shouting, screaming, and wrestling with one another on the floor. Their father made no attempt to intervene.
The elderly passengers shifted nervously. Stress became distress. Covey waited patiently. Surely the father would do something to restore order: a gentle word of correction, a stern command, some expression of paternal authority—anything. None was forthcoming. Frustration mounted. After an unduly generous pause, Covey turned to the father and said kindly, “Sir, perhaps you could restore order here by telling your children to come back and sit down.” “I know I should do something,” the man replied. “We just came from the hospital. Their mother died an hour ago. I just don’t know what to do.”7
The heartfelt compassion that hastens forgiveness matures when we discover where our enemy cries.
IN 1944 LIFE MAGAZINE PUBLISHED A PHOTO ESSAY OF A FOXHUNT in Holmes County, Ohio. The foxes lived in the woods and ate mostly mice and crickets, but sometimes also chicken and quail. This, the story explained, “made the brave men of Holmes County angry because they wanted to kill the quail themselves.” So one Saturday about 600 men and women and their children got together and formed a big circle five miles across. They all carried sticks and started walking through the woods and fields, yelling and baying to frighten the foxes, young and old, out of their holes. Inside this diminishing circle the foxes ran to and fro, tired and frightened. Sometimes a fox would, in its anger, dare to snarl back, and it would be killed on the spot for its temerity. Sometimes one would stop in its anguish and try to lick the hand of its tormentor. It too would be killed.
Sometimes, the photo showed, other foxes would stop and stay with their own wounded and dying. Finally, as the circle came closer together, down to a few yards across, the remaining foxes went to the center and lay down inside, not knowing what else to do. But the men and women knew what to do. They hit these dying wounded with their clubs until they were dead, or they showed their children how to do it.
This is a true story. Life reported and photographed it. It happened for years in Holmes County every weekend.
Today we cringe at such cruelty, yet we have a foxhunt of our own … just ask those who are afflicted with AIDS. Sadly, too many with AIDS have wondered if they had any alternative but to go to the center of the circle and lie down and die.
Where are we in that circle? Where are you? Where would Christ be?8
Our hearts of stone become hearts of flesh when we learn where the outcast weeps.
Whenever the gospel is invoked to diminish the dignity of any of God’s children, then it is time to get rid of the so-called gospel in order that we may experience the gospel. Whenever God is invoked to justify prejudice, contempt, and hostility within the Body of Christ, then it is time to heed the words of Meister Eckhart: “I pray that I may be quit of God to find God.” Our closed human concepts of gospel and God can prevent us from fully experiencing both.
At a meeting of the National Youth Workers convention in San Francisco I spoke with a group of young pastors about my part-time ministry with the Regional AIDS Interfaith Network (RAIN) in New Orleans. Our interdenominational team provides practical and spiritual care to people living with AIDS (PLWA), as well as their families and friends. We assist with transportation, visiting, light housekeeping and laundry, social outings, and other services. One man’s comment says it all: “My best friend for the last twelve years said to me, ‘I just can’t go through this with you. The grief is unbearable. I’m really frightened.’ To him, I wasn’t Gerald anymore. I wasn’t his best friend. I was Gerald who has AIDS.” He added, “You folks didn’t even know me but you still want to be around me. I like that a lot.”
“But what should the Christian posture be toward the gay community?” one evangelical demanded of me.
“In one of Jesus’ parables,” I replied, “He enjoined us to let the wheat and the weeds grow together. Paul caught this spirit when he wrote in 1 Corinthians, ‘Stop passing judgment and wait upon the Lord’s return.’ The sons and daughters of Abba are the most nonjudgmental people. They get along famously with sinners. Remember the passage in Matthew where Jesus says, ‘Be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect’? In Luke, the same verse is translated, ‘Be compassionate as your heavenly Father is compassionate.’ Biblical scholars say that the two words, perfect and compassionate, can be reduced to the same reality. Conclusion: To follow Jesus in His ministry of compassion precisely defines the biblical meaning of being perfect as the heavenly Father is perfect.
“Besides,” I continued, “I am reluctant to push God off His judgment seat and take my place there to pronounce on others when I have neither the knowledge nor the authority to judge anyone. No one at this table has ever seen a motive. Therefore, we cannot suspect what inspired the action of another. Remember Paul’s words after his discourse on homosexuality in Romans 1. He begins chapter 2, ‘So no matter who you are, if you pass judgment you have no excuse. In judging others you condemn yourself, since you behave no differently from those you judge.’ I am reminded of a statement by the Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy: ‘If the sexual fantasies of the average person were exposed to view, the world would be horrified.’
“Homophobia ranks among the most shameful scandals of my lifetime. In this closing decade of the twentieth century, it is frightening to see the intolerance, moral absolutism, and unbending dogmatism that prevail when people insist upon taking the religious high ground. Alan Jones noted that ‘It is precisely among those who take their spiritual life seriously that the greatest danger lies.’9 Pious people are as easily victimized by the tyranny of homophobia as anyone else.”
My identity as Abba’s child is not an abstraction or a tap dance into religiosity. It is the core truth of my existence. Living in the wisdom of accepted tenderness profoundly affects my perception of reality, the way I respond to people and their life situations. How I treat my brothers and sisters from day to day, whether they be Caucasian, African, Asian, or Hispanic; how I react to the sin-scarred wino on the street; how I respond to interruptions from people I dislike; how I deal with ordinary people in their ordinary unbelief on an ordinary day will speak the truth of who I am more poignantly than the pro-life sticker on the bumper of my car.
We are not for life simply because we are warding off death. We are sons and daughters of the Most High and maturing in tenderness to the extent that we are for others—all others—to the extent that no human flesh is strange to us, to the extent that we can touch the hand of another in love, to the extent that for us there are no “others.”
This is the unceasing struggle of a lifetime. It is the long and painful process of becoming like Christ in the way I choose to think, speak, and live each day. Henri Nouwen’s words are incisive here: “What is required is to become the Beloved in the common places of my daily existence and, bit by bit, to close the gap that exists between what I know myself to be and the countless specific realities of everyday life. Becoming the Beloved is pulling the truth revealed to me from above down into the ordinariness of what I am, in fact, thinking of, talking about, and doing from hour to hour.”10
The betrayals and infidelities in my life are too numerous to count. I still cling to the illusion that I must be morally impeccable, other people must be sinless, and the one I love must be without human weakness. But whenever I allow anything but tenderness and compassion to dictate my response to life—be it self-righteous anger, moralizing, defensiveness, the pressing need to change others, carping criticism, frustration at others’ blindness, a sense of spiritual superiority, a gnawing hunger of vindication—I am alienated from my true self. My identity as Abba’s child becomes ambiguous, tentative, and confused.
Our way of being in the world is the way of tenderness. Everything else is illusion, misperception, falsehood.
The compassionate life is neither a sloppy goodwill toward the world nor the plague of what Robert Wicks calls “chronic niceness.” It does not insist that a widow become friendly with her husband’s murderer. It does not demand that we like everyone. It does not wink at sin and injustice. It does not accept reality indiscriminately—love and lust, Christianity and atheism, Marxism and capitalism.
The way of tenderness avoids blind fanaticism. Instead, it seeks to see with penetrating clarity. The compassion of God in our hearts opens our eyes to the unique worth of each person. “The other is ‘ourself’; and we must love him in his sin as we were loved in our sin.”11
I GREW UP IN A LILY-WHITE NEIGHBORHOOD IN BROOKLYN, NEW YORK, where code words in our Christian culture routinely included “nigger, spic, kike, wop, sheeny, faggot, swish, and queer.” In 1947, when Branch Rickey, president of our beloved Brooklyn Dodgers, broke the color line by inviting Jackie Robinson to play in the major leagues, we summarily branded him “nigger-lover” and many of us switched our allegiance to the New York Yankees. Particularly obnoxious to us was the educated, truculent negro like Malcolm X, who did not know his place and whose voice rose in what I felt was unjustifiable anger as he challenged white supremacy in the face of black beauty, black need, and black excellence. For Irish Catholics, it was the language of stereotype, the American shorthand still raging today—Willie Horton, law and order, welfare cheats—that whips up fear, ignorance, and votes and keeps discussion, dialogue, and minorities circumscribed.
Since my childhood, prejudice, bigotry, false beliefs, racist and homophobic feelings and attitudes have been programmed into the computer of my brain along with orthodox Christian beliefs. They are all defense mechanisms against loving.
The wounds of racism and homophobia from my childhood have not vanished through intellectual enlightenment and spiritual maturity. They are still in me, as complex and deep in my flesh as blood and nerves. I have borne them all my life with varying degrees of consciousness but always carefully, always with the most delicate consideration for the pain I would feel if I were somehow forced to acknowledge them. But now I am increasingly aware of the opposite compulsion. I want to know as fully and exactly as I can what the wounds are and how much I am suffering from them. And I want to be healed. I want to be free of the wounds myself, and I do not want to pass them on to my children.12
I have tried to deny, ignore, or repress racist and homophobic prejudices as utterly unworthy of a minister of the gospel. Moreover, I felt that to acknowledge their existence would give them power. Ironically, denial and repression are in fact what gives them power.
The impostor starts to shrink only when he is acknowledged, embraced, and accepted. The self-acceptance that flows from embracing my core identity as Abba’s child enables me to encounter my utter brokenness with uncompromising honesty and complete abandon to the mercy of God. As my friend Sister Barbara Fiand said, “Wholeness is brokenness owned and thereby healed.”
HOMOPHOBIA AND RACISM ARE AMONG THE MOST SERIOUS AND vexing moral issues of this generation, and both church and society seem to limit us to polarized options.
The anything-goes morality of the religious and political Left is matched by the sanctimonious moralism of the religious and political Right. Uncritical acceptance of any party line is an idolatrous abdication of one’s core identity as Abba’s child. Neither liberal fairy dust nor conservative hardball addresses human dignity, which is often dressed in rags.
Abba’s children find a third option. They are guided by God’s Word and by it alone. All religious and political systems, Right and Left alike, are the work of human beings. Abba’s children will not sell their birthright for any mess of pottage, conservative or liberal. They hold fast to their freedom in Christ to live the gospel—uncontaminated by cultural dreck, political flotsam, and the filigreed hypocrisies of bullying religion. Those who are bent on handing gays over to the torturers can lay no claim to moral authority over Abba’s children. Jesus saw such shadowed figures as the corrupters of the essential nature of religion in His time. Such exclusive and divisive religion is a trackless place, Eden overgrown, a church in which people experience lonely spiritual alienation from their best human instincts.
Buechner wrote, “We have always known what was wrong with us. The malice in us even at our most civilized. Our insincerity, the masks we do our real business behind. The envy, the way other people’s luck can sting us like wasps. And all the slander, making such caricatures of each other that we treat each other like caricatures, even when we love each other. All this infantile nonsense and ugliness. ‘Put it away,’ Peter says. ‘Grow up to salvation. For Christ’s sake, grow up.’”13 The command of Jesus to love one another is never circumscribed by the nationality, status, ethnic background, sexual preference, or inherent lovableness of the “other.” The other, the one who has a claim on my love, is anyone to whom I am able to respond, as the parable of the good Samaritan clearly illustrates. “Which of these three, in your opinion, was neighbor to the man who fell in with the robbers?” Jesus asked. The answer came, “The one who treated him with compassion.” He said to them, “Go and do the same.”
This insistence on the absolutely indiscriminate nature of compassion within the Kingdom is the dominant perspective of almost all of Jesus’ teaching.
What is indiscriminate compassion? “Take a look at a rose. Is it possible for the rose to say, ‘I’ll offer my fragrance to good people and withhold it from bad people’? Or can you imagine a lamp that withholds its rays from a wicked person who seeks to walk in its light? It could do that only by ceasing to be a lamp. And observe how helplessly and indiscriminately a tree gives its shade to everyone, good and bad, young and old, high and low; to animals and humans and every living creature—even to the one who seeks to cut it down. This is the first quality of compassion—its indiscriminate character.”14
A while back Roslyn and I took a day off and decided to play in the French Quarter here in New Orleans. We roamed around Jackson Square sampling gumbo, inhaling jambalaya, and finally stopping at the Häagen-Dazs shrine for the pièce de résistance—a praline-pecan Creole hot-fudge sundae that induced a short-lived seizure of pleasure.
As we turned the corner on Bourbon Street, a girl with a radiant smile, about twenty-one years old, approached us, pinned a flower on our jackets, and asked if we would like to make a donation to support her mission. When I inquired what her mission was, she replied, “The Unification Church.”
“Your founder is Doctor Sun Myung Moon, so I guess that means you’re a Moonie?”
“Yes,” she answered.
Obviously, she had two strikes against her. First, she was a pagan who did not acknowledge Jesus Christ as her Lord and Savior. Second, she was a mindless, witless, naive, and vulnerable kid who had been brainwashed by a guru and mesmerized by a cult.
“You know something, Susan?” I said. “I deeply admire your integrity and your fidelity to your conscience. You’re out here tramping the streets doing what you really believe in. You are a challenge to anyone who claims the name ‘Christian.’”
Roslyn reached out and embraced her, and I embraced the two of them.
“Are you Christians?” she asked.
Roslyn said, “Yes.”
She lowered her head and we saw tears falling on the sidewalk. A minute later she said, “I’ve been on my mission here in the Quarter for eight days now. You’re the first Christians who have ever been nice to me. The others have either looked at me with contempt or screamed and told me that I was possessed by a demon. One woman hit me with her Bible.”
What makes the Kingdom come is heartfelt compassion: a way of tenderness that knows no frontiers, no labels, no compartmentalizing, and no sectarian divisions. Jesus, the human Face of God, invites us to deep reflection on the nature of true discipleship and the radical lifestyle of Abba’s child.
CHAPTER FIVE
THE PHARISEE AND THE CHILD
IN HIS BOOK WHY I AM NOT A CHRISTIAN, PHILOSOPHER BERTRAND Russell wrote, “The intolerance that has spread over the world with the advent of Christianity is one of its most curious features.”
History attests that religion and religious people tend to be narrow. Instead of expanding our capacity for life, joy, and mystery, religion often contracts it. As systematic theology advances, the sense of wonder declines. The paradoxes, contradictions, and ambiguities of life are codified, and God Himself is cribbed, cabined, and confined within the pages of a leather-bound book. Instead of a love story, the Bible is viewed as a detailed manual of directions.
The machinations of manipulative religion surface in every encounter between Jesus Christ and the Pharisees. One confrontation is particularly poignant. In order to grasp its full impact, we must trace the Jewish understanding of the Sabbath.
Initially, the Sabbath was first and foremost a memorial of creation. The book of Genesis states, “God saw all that he had made, and indeed it was very good.… On the seventh day God completed the work he had been doing. He rested on the seventh day after all the work he had been doing. God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on that day he rested after all his work of creating” (1:31, 2:2-3).
The seventh day celebrates the completion of the work of creation and is holy to the Lord. The Sabbath is a sacred day, set aside for God, consecrating to Him a specific period of time. It is the Jewish memorial day dedicated to the One who said: “I am the LORD your God, your Creator.” The Sabbath was a solemn recognition that God had sovereign rights, a public act of appropriation wherein the believing community acknowledged that they owed their life and being to Another. As the memorial day of creation, the Sabbath meant a worship of adoration and thanksgiving for all God’s goodness, for all the Jews were and had. The rest from work was secondary.
A rest from preoccupation with money, pleasure, and all creature comforts meant getting a proper perspective in relation to the Creator. On the Sabbath, Jews reflected and put the events of the past week in a larger context of saying to God: “You are the true Ruler, I am but Your steward.” The Sabbath was a day of rigorous honesty and careful contemplation, a day of taking stock, examining the direction of life, and rooting oneself anew in God. The Jew on the Sabbath learned to pray: “Our hearts are restless all week, until today they rest again in Thee.” As a memorial of creation, the Jewish Sabbath fore-shadowed the Sunday of the New Testament—the memorial of our re-creation in Christ Jesus.
Second, the Sabbath was also a memorial of the covenant. On Mount Sinai, when God gave the two tablets to Moses, He instructed the people, saying, “The sons of Israel are to keep the sabbath, observing it from generation to generation: this is a lasting covenant. Between myself and the sons of Israel the sabbath is a sign for ever” (Exodus 31:16-17). Thus, every Sabbath was a solemn renewal of the covenant between God and His chosen people. The people renewed their dedication to His service. Every Sabbath they rejoiced anew in the promise of God: “If you obey my voice and hold fast to my covenant you of all the nations shall be my very own for all the earth is mine. I will count you a kingdom of priests, a consecrated nation” (Exodus 19:5-6).
Once again, rest from work was not the primary focus of the Sabbath observance. It was both supplementary to worship and a form of worship itself. But worship remained the essential element of the Sabbath celebration.
Years later, the prophet Isaiah would speak of the Sabbath as “a day of delight.” Fasting and mourning were forbidden. Special festive white clothes were to be worn and joyous music was to permeate the Sabbath observance. Moreover, the feasting was not restricted to the temple. The Sabbath was and still is the great feast of the orthodox Jewish home—so much so that the Sabbath is considered the chief foundation of the remarkably stable home life and close family spirit that has characterized orthodox Jews through the centuries. All the members of the family were to be present along with invited guests, especially the poor, strangers, or travelers. (In Luke 7, we see Jesus, the itinerant preacher, having dinner on the Sabbath in the home of Simon the Pharisee.)
The Sabbath celebration started at sundown Friday with the mother of the family ceremonially lighting the candles. Then the father, after saying grace over a cup of wine, laid his hand on the head of each of his children and solemnly blessed them with a personal prayer. These and many similar paraliturgical gestures not only hallowed the Sabbath but also sanctified the Jewish home making it a mikdash me-at, a miniature sanctuary in which the parents were the priests and the family table was the altar.
Unfortunately, after the Babylonian exile the primary spiritual meaning of the Sabbath had become obscured. Under spiritually bankrupt leadership, a subtle shift in focus took place. The Pharisees, who carried religion like a shield of self-justification and a sword of judgment, installed the cold demands of rule-ridden perfectionism because that approach gave them status and control, while reassuring believers that they were marching in lock-step on the road to salvation. The Pharisees falsified the image of God into an eternal, smallminded bookkeeper whose favor could be won only by the scrupulous observance of laws and regulations. Religion became a tool to intimidate and enslave rather than liberate and empower. Jewish believers were instructed to focus their attention on the secondary aspect of the Sabbath—abstention from work.
The joyous celebration of creation and covenant stressed by the prophets disappeared. The Sabbath became a day of legalism. The means had become the end. (Herein lies the genius of legalistic religion—making primary matters secondary and secondary matters primary.) Concurrently what emerged was a farrago of prohibitions and prescriptions that transformed the Sabbath into a heavy burden leading to nervous scrupulosity—the kind of Sabbath Jesus of Nazareth inveighed against so vehemently.
Seventeen centuries later, the hair-splitting pharisaical interpretation of the Sabbath washed ashore in New England. In the Code of Connecticut we read: “No one shall run on the Sabbath Day, or walk in his garden, or elsewhere, except reverently to and from meeting. No one shall travel, cook victuals, make beds, sweep house, cut hair, or shave on the Sabbath. If any man shall kiss his wife, or wife her husband on the Lord’s Day, the party in fault shall be punished at the discretion of the court of magistrates.”
Paradoxically, what intrudes between God and human beings is our fastidious morality and pseudo-piety. It is not the prostitutes and tax-collectors who find it most difficult to repent: it is the devout who feel they have no need to repent, secure in not having broken rules on the Sabbath.
Pharisees invest heavily in extrinsic religious gestures, rituals, methods, and techniques, breeding allegedly holy people who are judgmental, mechanical, lifeless, and as intolerant of others as they are of themselves—violent people, the very opposite of holiness and love, “the type of spiritual people who, conscious of their spirituality, then proceed to crucify the Messiah.”1 Jesus did not die at the hands of muggers, rapists, or thugs. He fell into the well-scrubbed hands of deeply religious people, society’s most respected members.
At that time Jesus took a walk one sabbath day through the cornfields. His disciples were hungry and began to pick ears of corn and eat them. The Pharisees noticed it and said to him, “Look, your disciples are doing something that is forbidden on the sabbath.” But he said to them, “Have you not read what David did when he and his followers were hungry—how he went into the house of God and how they ate the loaves of offering which neither he nor his followers were allowed to eat, but which were for the priests alone? Or again, have you not read in the Law that on the sabbath day the Temple priests break the Sabbath without being blamed for it? Now here, I tell you, is something greater than the Temple. And if you had understood the meaning of the words: What I want is mercy, not sacrifice, you would not have condemned the blameless. For the Son of Man is master of the sabbath.” (Matthew 12:1-8, emphasis added)
The stakes are not small here. The Pharisees insist on the overriding importance of the rule of law. The basic dignity and genuine needs of human beings are irrelevant. Jesus, however, insisted that law was not an end in itself but the means to an end: Obedience was the expression of the love of God and neighbor, and therefore any form of piety that stood in the way of love stood in the way of God Himself. Such freedom challenged the Jewish system. Yet Jesus said He had not come to destroy the Law but to fulfill it. What He offered was not a new law but a new attitude toward law based on being loving.
The pharisaic spirit flourishes today in those who use the authority of religion to control others, entangling them in unending spools of regulations, watching them struggle and refusing to assist. Eugene Kennedy asserted, “The Pharisees’ power rises from the burden they heap on the backs of sincere Jews; their gratification comes out of the primitive manipulations of people’s fears of displeasing their God.”2 The sign outside one Western church proclaiming “Homosexuals are not welcome” is as offensive and degrading as the sign in the window of a southern thrift store in the 1940s: “No dogs or niggers allowed!”
The words of Jesus, “What I want is mercy, not sacrifice” are addressed to men and women of religion across the boundaries of time. Kennedy commented, “Whoever in history has put the law, the regulation, the tradition ahead of the suffering person stands in the same field of grain [as the Pharisees] smugly making the same accusation against the innocent.”3
How many lives have been ruined in the name of narrowminded, intolerant religiosity!
The pharisee’s forté in any age is blaming, accusing, and guilt-tripping others. His gift is noticing the speck in another’s eye and failing to see the beam in his own. Blinded by his own ambition, the pharisee cannot see his shadow and thus projects it on others. This is his gift, his signature, his most predictable and reliable response.
Several years ago, en route to a friend’s sister’s funeral, I drove over a bridge observing the fifty-five mile-per-hour limit. I spotted a sign ahead that the speed limit returned to sixty-five. I quickly accelerated to seventy and was suddenly flagged down by a policeman. The officer was black. I explained that I was hurrying to a funeral. He listened with indifference, checked my license, and gave me a stiff speeding ticket. In my mind I immediately accused him of racism, vindictiveness, and blamed him for my probable late arrival at the church. My dormant inner pharisee announced that he was alive and well.
Whenever we place blame, we are looking for a scapegoat for a real dislocation in which we ourselves are implicated. Blame is a defensive substitute for an honest examination of life that seeks personal growth in failure and self-knowledge in mistakes. Thomas Moore stated, “Fundamentally, it is a way of averting consciousness of error.”4
PHARISAIC JUDAISM COMPRISED A RELATIVELY SMALL GROUP OF “separated ones” who almost two centuries before Christ, in order to preserve the Jewish faith from foreign dilution, had given themselves to lives of vigilant observance of the Mosaic Law. “Their lives were one long rehearsal, a symphony orchestra tuning up endlessly by playing tortured variations of the Law.”5
Before the Jewish exile, when the spirit of the covenant was vibrantly alive, the people felt safe in the shadow of God’s love. In the pharisaic period, as the understanding of the Hebrew Scriptures deteriorated, the Jews felt safe in the shadow of the Law. Obviously, the gospel of grace presented by the Nazarene carpenter was an outrage.
The attitude of the pharisee is that keeping the law enamors him to God. Divine acceptance is secondary and is conditioned by the pharisee’s behavior. For Jesus the circumstance is diametrically opposite. Being accepted, enamored, and loved by God comes first, motivating the disciple to live the law of love. “We are to love, then, because he loved us first” (1 John 4:19).
Suppose a child has never experienced any love from her parents. One day she meets another little girl whose parents shower her with affection. The first says to herself: “I want to be loved like that, too. I have never experienced it, but I’m going to earn the love of my mother and father by my good behavior.” So to gain the affection of her parents, she brushes her teeth, makes her bed, smiles, minds her p’s and q’s, never pouts or cries, never expresses a need, and conceals negative feelings.
This is the way of pharisees. They follow the law impeccably in order to induce God’s love. The initiative is theirs. Their image of God necessarily locks them into a theology of works. If God is like the insufferable Nurse Ratchet in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, eager to find fault with anybody and everybody, the pharisee must pursue a lifestyle that minimizes mistakes. Then, on Judgment Day, he can present God with a perfect slate and the reluctant Deity will have to accept it. The psychology of the pharisee makes a religion of washing cups and dishes, fasting twice a week, and paying tithes of mint, dill, and cumin very attractive.
What an impossible burden! The struggle to make oneself presentable to a distant and perfectionistic God is exhausting. Legalists can never live up to the expectations they project on God “for there will always be a new law, and with it a new interpretation, a fresh hair to be split by the keenest ecclesiastical razor.”6
The pharisee within is the religious face of the impostor. The idealistic, perfectionist, and neurotic self is oppressed by what Alan Jones calls “a terrorist spirituality.” A vague uneasiness about ever being in right relationship with God haunts the pharisee’s conscience. The compulsion to feel safe with God fuels this neurotic desire for perfection. This compulsive endless moralistic self-evaluation makes it impossible to feel accepted before God. His perception of personal failure leads to a precipitous loss of self-esteem and triggers anxiety, fear, and depression.
The pharisee within usurps my true self whenever I prefer appearances to reality, whenever I am afraid of God, whenever I surrender the control of my soul to rules rather than risk living in union with Jesus, when I choose to look good and not be good, when I prefer appearances to reality. I am reminded of the words of Merton: “If I have a message to my contemporaries, it is surely this: be anything you like, be madmen, drunks, … but at all costs avoid one thing: ‘success.’”7 Of course Merton is referring to the cult of success, the pharisaic fascination with honor and power, the relentless drive to enhance the image of the impostor in the eyes of admirers. Conversely, when my false humility spurns the pleasure of achievement and scorns compliments and praise, I become proud of my humility, alienated and isolated from real people, and the impostor rides again!
My resident pharisee is never more prominent than when I assume a stance of moral superiority over racists, bigots, and homophobics. I nod approvingly as the preacher lambastes unbelievers, liberals, New Agers, and others outside the fold. No word would be vitriolic enough for his vigorous condemnation of Hollywood, commercial television, provocative clothing, and rock ‘n roll.
Yet my library is filled with biblical commentaries and theology books. I attend church regularly and pray daily. I have a crucifix in my home and a cross in my pocket. My life is completely formed and permeated by religion. I abstain from meat on Friday. I give financial support to Christian organizations. I am an evangelist devoted to God and church.
“Alas for you, scribes and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You who pay your tithe of mint, and dill, and cumin and have neglected the weightier matters of the Law—justice, mercy, good faith … you blind guides! Straining out gnats and swallowing camels! … Alas for you, scribes and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You who are like whitewashed tombs that look handsome on the outside, but inside are full of dead men’s bones and every kind of corruption. In the same way you appear to people from the outside as good honest men, but inside you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness.” (Matthew 23:23-24, 27-28)
In the parable of the Pharisee and the publican, the Pharisee stands in the temple and prays: “I thank you, God, that I am not grasping, unjust, adulterous like the rest of mankind, and particularly that I am not like this tax collector here. I fast twice a week; I pay tithes on all I get” (Luke 18:11-12).
His prayer indicates the two telltale flaws of the Pharisee. First, he is very conscious of his religiosity and holiness. When he prays it is only thanks for what he has, not a request for what he has not and is not. His fault is his belief in his faultlessness. He admires himself. The second defect is related to the first: He despises others. He judges and condemns others, because he is convinced that he stands above them. He is a self-righteous man who unrighteously condemns others.
The Pharisee who pardons himself is condemned. The tax collector who condemns himself is acquitted. To deny the pharisee within is lethal. It is imperative that we befriend him, dialogue with him, inquire why he must look to sources outside the Kingdom for peace and happiness.
At a prayer meeting I attended, a man in his mid-sixties was the first to speak: “I just want to thank God that I have nothing to repent of today.” His wife groaned. What he meant was he had not embezzled, blasphemed, fornicated, or fractured any of the Ten Commandments. He had distanced himself from idolatry, drunkenness, sexual irresponsibility, and similar things; yet, he had never broken through into what Paul calls the inner freedom of the children of God.
If we continue to focus solely on the sinner/saint duality in our person and conduct, while ignoring the raging opposition between the pharisee and the child, spiritual growth will come to an abrupt standstill.
IN SHARP CONTRAST TO THE PHARISAIC PERCEPTION OF GOD AND religion, the biblical perception of the gospel of grace is that of a child who has never experienced anything but love and who tries to do her best because she is loved. When she makes mistakes, she knows they do not jeopardize the love of her parents. The possibility that her parents might stop loving her if she doesn’t clean her room never enters her mind. They may disapprove of her behavior, but their love is not contingent on her performance.
For the pharisee the emphasis is always on personal effort and achievement. The gospel of grace emphasizes the primacy of God’s love. The pharisee savors impeccable conduct; the child delights in the relentless tenderness of God.
In response to her sister’s question of what she meant “by remaining a little child before the good God,” Therese of Lisieux said,
It is recognizing one’s nothingness, expecting everything from the good God, just as a little child expects everything from its father; it is not getting anxious about anything, not trying to make one’s fortune.… Being little is also not attributing to oneself the virtues that one practices, as if one believed oneself capable of achieving something, but recognizing that the good God puts this treasure into the hands of his little child for it to make use of it whenever it needs to; but it is always the good God’s treasure. Finally it is never being disheartened by one’s faults, because children often fall, but they are too little to do themselves much harm.8
Parents love a little one before that child makes his or her mark in the world. A mother never holds up her infant to a visiting neighbor with the words, “This is my daughter. She’s going to be a lawyer.” Therefore, the secure child’s accomplishments later in life are not the effort to gain acceptance and approval but the abundant overflow of her sense of being loved. If the pharisee is the religious face of the impostor, the inner child is the religious face of the true self. The child represents my authentic self and the pharisee the unauthentic. Here we find a winsome wedding of depth psychology and spirituality. Psychoanalysis aims to expose clients’ neuroses, to move them away from their falseness, lack of authenticity, and pseudo-sophistication toward a childlike openness to reality, toward what Jesus enjoins us to be: “unless you become like little children.”
The inner child is aware of his feelings and uninhibited in their expression; the pharisee edits feelings and makes a stereotyped response to life situations. On Jacqueline Kennedy’s first visit to the Vatican, Pope John XXIII asked his secretary of state, Giuseppi Cardinal Montini, what was the proper way to greet the visiting dignitary, wife of the U.S. president. Montini replied, “It would be proper to say ‘madame’ or Mrs. Kennedy.” The secretary left and a few minutes later, the first lady stood in the doorway. The pope’s eyes lit up. He trundled over, threw his arms around her, and cried, “Jacqueline!”
The child spontaneously expresses emotions; the pharisee carefully represses them. The question is not whether I am an introvert or an extrovert, a sanguine or a subdued personality. The issue is whether I express or repress my genuine feelings. John Powell once said with sadness that as an epitaph for his parents’ tombstone he would have been compelled to write: “Here lie two people who never knew one another.” His father could never share his feelings, so his mother never got to know him. To open yourself to another person, to stop lying about your loneliness and your fears, to be honest about your affections, and to tell others how much they mean to you—this openness is the triumph of the child over the pharisee and a sign of the dynamic presence of the Holy Spirit. “Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom” (2 Corinthians 3:17).
To ignore, repress, or dismiss our feelings is to fail to listen to the stirrings of the Spirit within our emotional life.9 Jesus listened. In John’s Gospel we are told that Jesus was moved with the deepest emotions (11:33). In the book of Matthew we see that His anger erupted: “Hypocrites! It was you Isaiah meant when he prophesied: This people honors me only with lip-service, while their hearts are far from me. The worship they offer me is worthless” (15:7-9). He called the crowd to intercessory prayer because “he felt sorry for them because they were harassed and dejected like sheep without a shepherd” (9:36). When He saw the widow of Nain, “he felt sorry for her. ‘Don’t cry,’ he said” (Luke 7:13). Would her son have been resuscitated to life if Jesus had repressed His feelings?
Grief and frustration spontaneously broke through when “he drew near and came in sight of the city, he shed tears for it and said, ‘If you in your turn had only understood the message of peace’” (Luke 19:41). Jesus abandoned all emotional restraint when He roared: “The devil is your father and you prefer to do what your father wants” (see John 8:44, 55). We hear more than a hint of irritation when, dining at Simon’s house in Bethany, Jesus said, “Leave her alone. Why are you upsetting her?” (Mark 14:6). We hear utter frustration in the words, “How much longer must I put up with you?” (Matthew 17:17), unmitigated rage in “Get behind me, Satan. You are an obstacle in my path” (16:23), extraordinary sensitivity in “Somebody touched me. I felt that power has gone out from me” (Luke 8:46), and blazing wrath in “Take all this out of here and stop turning my Father’s house into a market” (John 2:16).
We have spread so many ashes over the historical Jesus that we scarcely feel the glow of His presence anymore. He is a man in a way that we have forgotten men can be: truthful, blunt, emotional, nonmanipulative, sensitive, compassionate—His inner child so liberated that He did not feel it unmanly to cry. He met people head on and refused to cut any deal at the price of His integrity. The gospel portrait of the beloved Child of Abba is that of a man exquisitely attuned to His emotions and uninhibited in expressing them. The Son of Man did not scorn or reject feelings as fickle and unreliable. They were sensitive emotional antennae to which He listened carefully and through which He perceived the will of His Father for congruent speech and action.
BEFORE GOING OUT TO DINNER MY WIFE, ROSLYN, WILL OFTEN SAY, “I just need a few minutes to put on my face.” A pharisee must wear his or her religious face at all times. The pharisee’s voracious appetite for attention and admiration compels him to present an edifying image and to avoid mistakes and failure studiously. Uncensored emotions can spell big trouble.
Yet, emotions are our most direct reaction to our perception of ourselves and the world around us. Whether positive or negative, feelings put us in touch with our true selves. They are neither good nor bad: They are simply the truth of what is going on within us. What we do with our feelings will determine whether we live lives of honesty or of deceit. When submitted to the discretion of a faith-formed intellect, our emotions serve as trustworthy beacons for appropriate action or inaction. The denial, displacement, and repression of feelings thwarts self-intimacy.
My indwelling pharisee has devised a way to disembowel my true self, deny my humanity, and camouflage my emotions through a fraudulent mental maneuver called “spiritualizing.” My mind’s clever tap dance into religiosity shields me from my feelings, usually the kind I am afraid of—anger, fear, and guilt. I distance myself from negative emotions, intuitions, and insights with one foot and hopscotch into rococo rationalizations with the other.
I once wanted to say to a bigot, “If you don’t cool it, I’m going to choke you and hang you as an ornament on my Christmas tree”; instead, I reasoned to myself: “God has led this unenlightened brother into my life, and his obnoxious manner is no doubt due to childhood trauma. I must love him in spite of everything.” (Who could argue with that? If bigots hate blacks, and I hate bigots, what’s the difference?) But the plain truth is that I fled my feelings, lacquered them with pious claptrap, responded like a disembodied spirit, and alienated my true self. When a friend says, “I really don’t like you anymore. You never listen to me and always make me feel inferior,” I do not grieve. Quickly turning away from the heartache, sadness, and rejection I feel, I conclude “this is God’s way of testing me.” When money is scarce and anxiety sets in, I remind myself: “Jesus said, do not be anxious about tomorrow, so this little setback is just His way of finding out what I am made of.” When we choose our masked self and deny our real feelings, we fail to recognize our human limitations. Our feelings congeal to the point of callousness. Our interactions with people and life situations are inhibited, conventionalized, and artificial. This spiritualizing wears a thousand faces, none justifiable or healthy—disguises that smother the inner child.
WHEN ROSLYN WAS A LITTLE GIRL GROWING UP IN THE TINY HAMLET of Columbia, Louisiana (population 900), her playmate on Saturdays was another little girl named Bertha Bee, the daughter of the black housekeeper, Ollie. Together they played dolls in the breezeway, made mud pies by the edge of the lake, ate cookies, shared their lives, and built castles in Spain. One Saturday Bertha Bee failed to show up. She never returned again. Roslyn knew she wasn’t sick, injured, or dead because Ollie would have told her. So Roslyn, nine years old, asked her father why Bertha Bee didn’t come to play anymore. She has never forgotten his reply: “It is no longer appropriate.” The face that a child wears is her own face, and her eyes that look out on the world do not squint to see labels: black-white, Catholic-Protestant, Asian-Latino, gay-straight, capitalist-socialist. Labels create impressions. This person is wealthy, that one is on welfare. This man is brilliant, another is dim-witted. One woman is beautiful, another dowdy.
Impressions form images that become fixed ideas that give birth to prejudices. Anthony DeMello said, “If you are prejudiced, you will see that person from the eye of that prejudice. In other words, you will cease to see this person as a person.”10 The pharisee within spends most of his time reacting to labels, his own and others’.
The story is told of a man who went to the priest and said, “Father, I want you to say a Mass for my dog.”
The priest was indignant. “What do you mean, say a Mass for your dog?”
“It’s my pet dog,” said the man. “I loved that dog and I’d like you to offer a Mass for him.”
“We don’t offer Masses for dogs here,” the priest said. “You might try the denomination down the street. Ask them if they have a service for you.”
As the man was leaving, he said to the priest, “I really loved that dog. I was planning to offer a million-dollar stipend for the Mass.”
And the priest said, “Wait a minute. You never told me your dog was Catholic.”
At this time the disciples came to Jesus and said, “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” So he called a little child to him and set the child in front of them. Then he said, “I tell you solemnly, unless you change and become like little children you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. And so, the one who makes himself as little as this little child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.” (Matthew 18:1-4)
In the competitive game of one-upmanship, the disciples are driven by the need to be important and significant. They want to be somebody. According to John Shea, “Every time this ambition surfaces, Jesus places a child in their midst or talks about a child.”11
The sharpness of Jesus’ answer in Matthew 18 has not always been appreciated. Jesus says there is no “first” in the Kingdom. If you want to be first, become everybody’s lackey; return to your childhood and then you will be fit for the first place. Jesus leaves little room for ambition; and He leaves no more room for the exercise of power. “Lackeys and children are not bearers of power.”12
The power games the pharisee plays, gross or subtle, are directed toward dominating people and situations, thereby increasing prestige, influence, and reputation. The myriad forms of manipulation, control, and passive aggression originate in the power center. Life is a series of shrewd moves and counter moves. The pharisee within has developed a fine radar system attuned to the vibrations of any person or situation that even remotely threatens his position of authority.
What a friend of mine calls “the king-baby syndrome”—the emotional programming that seeks to compensate for the power deficiency we experienced as infants and youngsters—may lead to a preoccupation with status symbols, whether material possessions or cultivating people with economic or political clout. It may motivate a person to accumulate money as a source of power or to acquire knowledge as a means of achieving recognition as an “interesting” individual. The pharisee knows that knowledge can be power in the religious realm. The expert must be consulted before any definitive judgment can be made. This game of one-upmanship prevents the exchange of ideas and introduces a spirit of rivalry and competition that is antithetical to the unself-consciousness of the child. Anthony DeMello explained, “The first quality that strikes one when one looks into the eyes of a child is its innocence; its lovely inability to lie or wear a mask or pretend to be anything other than what it is.”13
The power ploys of the pharisee are predictable. However, the will to power is subtle. It may go undetected and therefore unchallenged. The omnivorous pharisee who succeeds in seizing power, collecting disciples, acquiring knowledge, achieving status and prestige, and controlling his world is estranged from the inner child. He grows fearful when an underling swipes his baton, cynical when feedback is negative, paranoid when threatened, worried when anxious, fitful when challenged, and distraught when defeated. The impostor caught up in the power game lives a hollow life with considerable evidence of success on the outside, while he is desolate, unloving, and anxiety-ridden on the inside. King-baby seeks to master God rather than be mastered by Him.14
The true self is able to preserve childlike innocence through unflagging awareness of the core identity and by steadfast refusal to be intimidated and contaminated by peers “whose lives are spent not in living but in courting applause and admiration; not in blissfully being themselves but in neurotically comparing and competing, striving for those empty things called success and fame even if they can be attained only at the expense of defeating, humiliating, destroying their neighbors.”15
JOHN BRADSHAW, AMONG OTHERS, HAS OFFERED KEEN INSIGHT INTO the importance of getting in touch with the inner child. In this age of immense sophistication, vast achievement, and jaded sensibilities, the rediscovery of childhood is a wonderful concept and, as William McNamara pointed out, “can only be enjoyed by unspoiled children, uncanonized saints, undistinguished sages and unemployed clowns.”16
Unless we reclaim our child we will have no inner sense of self and gradually the impostor becomes who we really think we are. Both psychologists and spiritual writers emphasize the importance of getting to know the inner child as best we can and embracing him or her as a lovable and precious part of ourselves. The positive qualities of the child—openness, trusting dependence, playfulness, simplicity, sensitivity to feelings—restrain us from closing ourselves off to new ideas, unprofitable commitments, the surprises of the Spirit, and risky opportunities for growth. The unself-consciousness of the child keeps us from morbid introspection, endless self-analysis, and the fatal narcissism of spiritual perfectionism.
Yet, we cannot stop with returning home to our inner child. As Jeff Imbach has noted, “first of all, if the inner child is all that is found inside, it still leaves one isolated and alone. There is no final intimacy within if all that we are reclaiming is ourselves.”17 When we seek the inner child on our spiritual journey, we discover not only innocence but what Jean Gill called “the child in shadow.”18 The inner shadow child is undisciplined and dangerous, narcissistic and self-willed, mischievous and capable of hurting a puppy or another child. We label these unattractive traits “childish” and either deny them or block them out of our consciousness.
When I got in touch with the shadow side of my childhood, much of it was riddled with fear. I was afraid of my parents, the church, the dark, and myself. In her novel Saint Maybe, Anne Tyler spoke for the surrogate father Ian Bedloe: “It seemed that only Ian knew how these children felt: how scary they found every waking minute. Why, being a child at all was scary! Wasn’t that what grown-ups’ nightmares often reflected—the nightmare of running but getting nowhere, the nightmare of the test you hadn’t studied for or the play you hadn’t rehearsed? Powerlessness, outsiderness. Murmurs over your head about something everyone knows but you.”19
Our inner child is not an end in itself but a doorway into the depths of our union with our indwelling God, a sinking down into the fullness of the Abba experience, into the vivid awareness that my inner child is Abba’s child, held fast by Him, both in light and in shadow. Consider Frederick Buechner’s words:
We are children, perhaps, at the very moment when we know that it is as children that God loves us—not because we have deserved his love and not in spite of our undeserving; not because we try and not because we recognize the futility of our trying; but simply because he has chosen to love us. We are children because he is our father; and all our efforts, fruitful and fruitless, to do good, to speak truth, to understand, are the efforts of children who, for all their precocity, are children still in that before we loved him, he loved us, as children, through Jesus Christ our Lord.20
CHAPTER SIX
PRESENT RISENNESS
STANDING ON A LONDON STREET CORNER, G. K. CHESTERTON was approached by a newspaper reporter. “Sir, I understand that you recently became a Christian. May I ask you one question?”
“Certainly,” replied Chesterton.
“If the risen Christ suddenly appeared at this very moment and stood behind you, what would you do?”
Chesterton looked the reporter squarely in the eye and said, “He is.”
Is this a mere figure of speech, wishful thinking, a piece of pious rhetoric? No, this truth is the most real fact about our life; it is our life. The Jesus who walked the roads of Judea and Galilee is the One who stands beside us. The Christ of history is the Christ of faith.
Biblical theology’s preoccupation with the resurrection is not simply apologetic—i.e., it is no longer viewed as the proof par excellence of the truth of Christianity. Faith means receiving the gospel message as dynamis, reshaping us in the image and likeness of God. The gospel reshapes the hearer through the power of Jesus’ victory over death. The gospel proclaims a hidden power in the world—the living presence of the risen Christ. It liberates men and women from the slavery that obscures in them the image and likeness of God.
What gives the teaching of Jesus its power? What distinguishes it from the Koran, the teachings of Buddha, the wisdom of Confucius? The risen Christ does. For example, if Jesus did not rise we can safely praise the Sermon on the Mount as a magnificent ethic. If He did, praise doesn’t matter. The sermon becomes a portrait of our ultimate destiny. The transforming force of the Word resides in the risen Lord who stands by it and thereby gives it final and present meaning.
I will say it again: The dynamic power of the gospel flows from the resurrection. The New Testament writers repeated this: “All I want is to know Christ and the power of his resurrection” (Philippians 3:10).
When through faith we fully accept that Jesus is who He claims to be, we experience the risen Christ.
God raised Jesus. This is the apostolic witness, the heart of the apostolic preaching. Scripture presents only two alternatives: either you believe in the resurrection and you believe in Jesus of Nazareth, or you don’t believe in the resurrection and you don’t believe in Jesus of Nazareth.
FOR ME, THE MOST RADICAL DEMAND OF CHRISTIAN FAITH LIES IN summoning the courage to say yes to the present risenness of Jesus Christ. I have been a Christian for more nearly fifty years, and I have seen the first fervor wear off in the long, undramatic routine of life. I have lived long enough to appreciate that Christianity is lived more in the valley than on the mountaintop, that faith is never doubt-free, and that although God has revealed Himself in creation and in history, the surest way to know God is, in the words of Thomas Aquinas, as tamquam ignotum, as utterly unknowable. No thought can contain Him, no word can express Him; He is beyond anything we can intellectualize or imagine.
My yes to the fullness of divinity embodied in the present risenness of Jesus is scary because it is so personal. In desolation and abandonment, in the death of my father, in loneliness and fear, in the awareness of the resident pharisee, and in the antics of the impostor, yes is a bold word not to be taken lightly or spoken frivolously.
This yes is an act of faith, a decisive, wholehearted response of my whole being to the risen Jesus present beside me, before me, around me, and within me; a cry of confidence that my faith in Jesus provides security not only in the face of death but in the face of a worse threat posed by my own malice; a word that must be said not just once but repeated over and over again in the ever-changing landscape of life.
An awareness of the resurrected Christ banishes meaninglessness—the dreaded sense that all our life experiences are disconnected and useless, helps us to see our lives as all of one piece, and reveals a design never perceived before.
Do we see these hints of the present risenness of Jesus?
THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS MUST BE EXPERIENCED AS MORE THAN a past historical event. Otherwise, “it is robbed of its impact on the present.”1 In his book True Resurrection, Anglican theologian H. A. Williams wrote, “That is why for most of the time resurrection means little to us. It is remote and isolated. And that is why for the majority of people it means nothing.… People do well to be skeptical of beliefs not anchored in present experience.”2
On the other hand, if the central saving act of Christian faith is relegated to the future with the fervent hope that Christ’s resurrection is the pledge of our own and that one day we shall reign with Him in glory, then the risen One is pushed safely out of the present. Limiting the resurrection either to the past or to the future makes the present risenness of Jesus largely irrelevant, safeguards us from interference with the ordinary rounds and daily routine of our lives, and preempts communion now with Jesus as a living person.
In other words, the resurrection needs to be experienced as present risenness. If we take seriously the word of the risen Christ, “Know that I am with you always; yes, to the end of time” (Matthew 28:20), we should expect that He will be actively present in our lives. If our faith is alive and luminous, we will be alert to moments, events, and occasions when the power of resurrection is brought to bear on our lives. Self-absorbed and inattentive, we fail to notice the subtle ways in which Jesus is snagging our attention.
William Barry wrote, “We must school ourselves to pay attention to our experience of life in order to discern the touch of God or what Peter Berger calls the rumor of angels from all the other influences on our experience”3 (emphasis added). Let me offer a concrete example.
Late one Saturday night, I returned home from ministry. The message on my answering machine was brief and pointed: “Frances Brennan is dying and wants to see you.”
The next day I flew to Chicago, took a taxi to San Pierre, Indiana, and arrived at the Little Company of Mary nursing home around nine P.M. I went up to the fourth floor and asked the night nurse if Mrs. Brennan was still in her old room. “Yes,” she replied, “room 422, straight down the hall.”
This ninety-one-year-old woman, who had been a second mother to me the last forty years and whose surname I adopted when I legally changed my first name in 1960, was lying in bed with a nun sitting beside her and praying softly. “She’s been waiting for you,” the sister said.
I leaned over the bed, kissed her on the forehead, and said, “I love you, Mom.” She extended her right hand and pointed to her lips. After a few seconds of uncertainty I sensed what she wanted. With the little energy she had left in her frail sixty-two-pound body, she pursed her lips and we kissed three times. Then she smiled. She died a few hours later.
With a heavy heart I drove to Chicago with friends to make the burial arrangements. I decided to stay at a motel on Cicero Avenue because of its proximity to Lamb’s Funeral Home. After checking in at the desk, I took the elevator to the fourth floor, walked down the hall, glanced at the key, and inserted it in the door. Room 422.
Stunned, I dropped my bag on the floor and sank into a soft chair. There were 161 rooms in the motel. Sheer coincidence? hen, like a bell sounding deep in my soul, these words rose inside me, “Why do you seek the living among the dead?” Outside a cloud passed and the sunlight burst through the window. “You’re alive, Ma!” My face split into a wide grin. “Congratulations, you’re home!”
Perhaps, as John Shea suggests, the boundary between this life and the next is more permeable than many think. “There are signs. People find them in the ordinary and in the extraordinary. They are open to argument and refutation, but their impact on the ones who receive them can only be welcomed. They confirm our deepest yet frailest hope: our love for one another that says, ‘Thus, thou shalt not die’ is not groundless.”4
My internal skeptic whispers, “Brennan, your cheese is sliding off your cracker.” My resurrection faith hears a rumor of angels, and my eyes see a sunlit communiqué from the risen One who Saint Augustine said is more intimate to me than I am to myself.
Frederick Buechner wrote about two experiences that may be whispers from the wings or they may not be whispers from anywhere. He leaves the reader to decide.
One of them happened when I was in a bar at an airport at an unlikely hour. I went there because I hate flying and a drink makes it easier to get on a plane. There was nobody else in the place, and there were an awful lot of empty barstools on this long bar, and I sat down at one which had, like all the rest, a little menu in front of it with the drink of the day. On the top of the menu was an object—and the object turned out to be a tie clip and the tie clip had on it the initials C.F.B., which are my initials, and I was actually stunned by it, just B would have been sort of interesting, F.B. would have been fascinating, and C.F.B., in the right order—the chances of that being a chance I should think would be absolutely astronomical. What it meant to me, what I chose to believe it meant was: You are in the right place, the right errand, the right road at that moment. How absurd and how small, but it’s too easy to say that.
And then another one was just a dream I had of a friend that recently died, a very undreamlike dream where he was simply standing in the room and I said: “How nice to see you, I’ve missed you,” and he said, “Yes, I know that,” and I said: “Are you really there?” and he said: “You bet I’m really here,” and I said: “Can you prove it?” and he said “Of course I can prove it,” and he threw me a little bit of blue string which I caught. It was so real that I woke up. I recounted the dream at breakfast the next morning with my wife and the widow of the man in the dream and my wife said, “My God, I saw that on the rug this morning,” and I knew it wasn’t there last night, and I ran up and sure enough, there was a little squibble of blue thread. Well again, either that’s nothing—coincidence—or else it’s just a little glimpse of the fact that maybe when we talk about the resurrection of the body, there’s something to it!5
In reading the Celtic Chronicles years ago I was struck by the clear vision of faith in the church of Ireland in medieval times. When a young Irish monk saw his cat catch a salmon swimming in shallow water, he cried, “The power of the Lord is in the paw of the cat.” The Chronicles tell of the wandering sailor monks of the Atlantic seeing the angels of God and hearing their song as they rose and fell over the western islands. To the scientific person they were only gulls and gannets, puffins, cormorants, and kittiwakes. “But the monks lived in a world in which everything was a word of God to them, in which the tenderness of God was manifest in accidental signs, nocturnal communiques, and the ordinary stuff of our pedestrian lives.”6 If the Father of Jesus monitors every sparrow that drops from the sky and every hair that falls from our heads, perhaps it is not beneath His risen Son to dabble in room keys, monogrammed tie clips, and squibbles of thread.
FAITH IN THE PRESENT RISENNESS OF JESUS CARRIES WITH IT LIFE-changing implications for the gritty routine of daily life.
For the sake of clarity and cohesion we must first consider the meaning of Pentecost. Pentecost is not a feast honoring the Holy Spirit. It is a feast of Christ. It has to do with the Jew, Jesus of Nazareth.7 Pentecost is the feast of Easter shared with the church, the feast of the resurrection power and glory of Jesus Christ communicated to others.
John stated that while Jesus was still on earth “there was no Spirit as yet because Jesus had not yet been glorified” (7:39). Elsewhere in his gospel we read, “It is for your own good that I am going because unless I go, the Advocate will not come to you; but if I do go, I will send him to you” (16:7). Thus, Paul wrote, “The last Adam has become a life-giving spirit” (1 Corinthians 15:45).
The fourth gospel does not set the scene of the gift of the Spirit on the fiftieth day after Easter, but on Easter Day itself: The Spirit is the Easter gift of Jesus the Christ.8 “In the evening of that same day, the first day of the week.… Jesus came and stood among them. He said to them, ‘Peace be with you….’ After saying this he breathed on them and said, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. For those whose sins you forgive, they are forgiven; for those whose sins you retain, they are retained’” (John 20:19, 22-23).
In the oldest texts of 2 Corinthians 3:17 the risen Jesus is Himself called pneuma, Spirit: “Now this Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom.”
Remember that Paul’s faith in the resurrection was based not only on the apostolic witness but also on his own experience of the present risenness of Jesus (Acts 9). Christianity is not simply a message but an experience of faith that becomes a message, explicitly offering hope, freedom from bondage, and a new realm of possibility. As Roger Garaudy, the famous communist philosopher, once remarked about the Nazarene: “I do not know much about this man, but I do know that his whole life conveys this one message: ‘anyone at any moment can start a new future.’”9
The present risenness of Jesus as “life-giving Spirit” means that I can cope with anything. I am not on my own. “I pray that you may realize … how vast are the resources of his Spirit available to us.” (See Ephesians 1:18-19.) Relying not on my own limited reserves but on the limitless power of the risen Christ I can stare down not only the impostor and the pharisee, but even the prospect of my impending death. “[Christ] must be king until [God] has put all his enemies under his feet and the last of the enemies to be destroyed is death” (1 Corinthians 15:25-26).
Our hope is inextricably connected with the conscious awareness of present risenness. During a writing session early one morning, for no apparent reason, a pervasive sense of gloom settled in my soul. I stopped writing and sat down to read the early chapters of the manuscript. I got so discouraged I considered abandoning the whole project. I left the house to get the brake tag on the car renewed. The office was closed. I decided I needed exercise. After jogging two miles on the levee, a thunderstorm hurled sheets of rain and a howling wind almost blew me into the Mississippi River. I sat down in the tall grass, vaguely aware of clinging to a nail-scarred hand. I returned to the office cold and soaked, only to get a phone call from Roslyn that led to conflict. My feelings were running rampant—frustration, anger, resentment, fear, self-pity, depression. I repeated to myself, “I am not my feelings.” No relief. I tried, “This too shall pass.” It didn’t.
At six that night, emotionally drained and physically spent, I plopped down in a soft chair. I began to pray the Jesus prayer, “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me, a sinner,” seeking out His life-giving Spirit. Slowly but perceptibly I awakened to His sacred presence. The loneliness continued but grew gentle, the sadness endured but felt light. Anger and resentment vanished.
A hard day, yes. Rattled and unglued, yes. Unable to cope, no.
How does the life-giving Spirit of the risen Lord manifest Himself on days like that? In our willingness to stand fast, our refusal to run away and escape into self-destructive behavior. Resurrection power enables us to engage in the savage confrontation with untamed emotions, to accept the pain, receive it, take it on board, however acute it may be. And in the process we discover that we are not alone, that we can stand fast in the awareness of present risenness and so become fuller, deeper, richer disciples. We know ourselves to be more than we previously imagined. In the process we not only endure but are forced to expand the boundaries of who we think we really are.
“The mystery is Christ among you, your hope of glory” (Colossians 1:27). Hope knows that if great trials are avoided great deeds remain undone and the possibility of growth into greatness of soul is aborted. Pessimism and defeatism are never the fruit of the life-giving Spirit but rather reveal our unawareness of present risenness.
A single phone call may abruptly alter the tranquil rhythm of our lives. “Your wife was in a serious accident on the Beltway. She is in critical condition at the hospital intensive care unit.” Or, “I hate to be the bearer of bad news but your son has been arrested for peddling crack cocaine.” Or “Your three-year-old daughter was playing with mine by the side of the pool. I just left them alone for a minute, and your daughter….”
When tragedy makes its unwelcome appearance and we are deaf to everything but the shriek of our own agony, when courage flies out the window and the world seems to be a hostile, menacing place, it is the hour of our own Gethsemane. No word, however sincere, offers any comfort or consolation. The night is bad. Our minds are numb, our hearts vacant, our nerves shattered. How will we make it through the night? The God of our lonely journey is silent.
And yet it may happen in these most desperate trials of our human existence that beyond any rational explanation, we may feel a nail-scarred hand clutching ours. We are able, as Etty Hillesun, the Dutch Jewess who died in Auschwitz on November 30, 1943, wrote, “to safeguard that little piece of God in ourselves”10 and not give way to despair. We make it through the night and darkness gives way to the light of morning. The tragedy radically alters the direction of our lives, but in our vulnerability and defenselessness we experience the power of Jesus in His present risenness.
PRESENT RISENNESS UNRAVELS THE RIDDLE OF LIFE.
In Anne Tyler’s novel Saint Maybe, Ian Bedloe’s mother is a Pollyanna living in an apple-pie world. Ceaselessly flashing a pasted-on smile, she runs around like Lancelot’s horse in four directions at once. But after the sudden death of her oldest son she has a moment of deep reflection. Driving home with her husband on Sunday morning from the Church of the Second Chance, she says to him:
“Our lives have turned so makeshift and second-class, so second-string, so second-fiddle, and everything’s been lost. Isn’t it amazing that we keep going? That we keep on shopping for clothes and getting hungry and laughing at jokes on TV? When our oldest son is dead and gone and we’ll never see him again and our life’s in ruins!”
“Now, sweetie,” he said.
“We’ve had such extraordinary troubles,” she said, “and somehow they’ve turned us ordinary. That’s what’s so hard to figure. We’re not a special family anymore.”
“Why, sweetie, of course we’re special,” he said.
“We’ve turned uncertain. We’ve turned into worriers.”
“Bee, sweetie.”
“Isn’t it amazing?”11
After this dialogue Bee gathers herself together and resumes her all-sweetness-and-light way of being.
Treating life as a series of disconnected episodes is a habit deeply rooted in many of us. We discern no pattern in the experiences and events coming from outside ourselves. Life seems as disjointed as the morning news informing us of a drop in the stock market, the rising flood waters in the Midwest, a foiled terrorist plot in New York, the latest way to cut cancer risk, Miss America’s wardrobe, and on and on. The panoply of information, events, emotions, and experiences stuns us into passivity. We seem content to live life as a series of uncoordinated happenings. Visitors drop by, feelings and ideas come and go, birthdays and anniversaries are observed, sickness and loss arrive unannounced, and nothing seems interrelated.
This is particularly true as the years roll by. In what Shakespeare called “the heyday of the blood” life seemed to be more vivid, events seemed to have more meaning, and the crazy quilt pattern of each day seemed to weave a design. Now we are less affected, more “philosophical,” we like to tell ourselves. We pride ourselves on having learned in the hard school of life to “cut our losses,” and we look back on the past with a certain indulgent pity. How simple things seemed back then, how easy the solution to the riddle of life. Now we are wiser, more mature; we have finally begun to see things as they really are.
Without deliberate awareness of the present risenness of Jesus, life is nonsense, all activity useless, all relationships in vain. Apart from the risen Christ we live in a world of impenetrable mystery and utter obscurity—a world without meaning, a world of shifting phenomena, a world of death, danger, and darkness. A world of inexplicable futility. Nothing is interconnected. Nothing is worth doing, for nothing endures. Nothing is seen beyond appearances. Nothing is heard but echoes dying on the wind. No love can outlast the emotion that produced it. It is all sound and fury with no ultimate significance.12
The dark riddle of life is illuminated in Jesus; the meaning, purpose, and goal of everything that happens to us, and the way to make it all count can be learned only from the Way, the Truth, and the Life.
Living in the awareness of the risen Jesus is not a trivial pursuit for the bored and lonely or a defense mechanism enabling us to cope with the stress and sorrow of life. It is the key that unlocks the door to grasping the meaning of existence. All day and every day we are being reshaped into the image of Christ. Everything that happens to us is designed to this end. Nothing that exists can exist beyond the pale of His presence (“All things were created through him and for him”—Colossians 1:16), nothing is irrelevant to it, nothing is without significance in it.
Everything that is comes alive in the risen Christ—who, as Chesterton reminded, is standing behind us. Everything—great, small, important, unimportant, distant, and near—has its place, its meaning, and its value. Through union with Him (as Augustine said, He is more intimate with us than we are with ourselves), nothing is wasted, nothing is missing. There is never a moment that does not carry eternal significance—no action that is sterile, no love that lacks fruition, and no prayer that is unheard. “We know that by turning everything to their good God cooperates with all those who love him” (Romans 8:28, emphasis added).
The apparent frustrations of circumstances, seen or unforeseen, of illness, of misunderstandings, even of our own sins, do not thwart the final fulfillment of our lives hidden with Christ in God.
The awareness of present risenness effects the integration of intuition and will, emotion and reason. Less preoccupied with appearances, we are less inclined to change costumes to win approval with each shift of company and circumstance. We are not one person at home, another in the office; one person at church, another in traffic. We do not pass rudderless from one episode to another, idly seeking some distraction to pass the time, remaining stoic to each new emotion, enduring with a shrug of our shoulders when something irks or irritates. Now circumstances feed us, not we them; we use them, not they us. Gradually we become whole and mature persons whose faculties and energies are harmonized and integrated.
WHEN JESUS SAID THAT WHOEVER SAW HIM SAW THE FATHER, HIS hearers were shocked beyond belief. For those of us who have heard these words so often, they have lost their shock value. Yet they contain the power to shatter all our projections and false images of God. Jesus affirmed that He was the incarnation of all the Father’s feelings and attitudes toward humankind. God is no other than as He is seen in the person of Jesus—thus Karl Rahner’s phrase, “Jesus is the human face of God.”
The central miracle of the gospel is not the raising of Lazarus or the multiplication of the loaves or all the dramatic healing stories taken together. The miracle of the gospel is Christ, risen and glorified, who this very moment tracks us, pursues us, abides in us, and offers Himself to us as companion for the journey! God pazzo d’amore and ebro d’amore(“crazed with love” and “drunk with love”—Catherine of Siena) is embodied in Jesus dwelling within us.13
Paul wrote, “We, with our unveiled faces reflecting like mirrors the brightness of the Lord, all grow brighter and brighter as we are turned into the image that we reflect; this is the work of the Lord who is Spirit” (2 Corinthians 3:18). The Jerusalem Bible offers four helpful notes here: (1) Unveiled—as Moses had been. (2) Reflecting or contemplating. (3) The brightness of the Lord is the glory of the risen Jesus, being the glory on the face of Christ (4:6). (4) The contemplation of God in Christ gives the Christian a likeness to God (Romans 8:29 and 1 John 3:2).
Paul had the audacity to boast that he had the mind of Christ (1 Corinthians 2:16). His boast was validated by his life. From the moment of his conversion his entire attention was riveted on the risen Christ. Jesus Himself was a force whose momentum was ceaselessly at work before Paul’s eyes (Philippians 3:21). Jesus was a Person whose voice Paul could recognize (2 Corinthians 13:3), who strengthened Paul in his moments of weakness (12:9), who enlightened him and consoled him (2 Corinthians 1:4-5). Driven to desperation by the slanderous charges of false apostles, Paul admitted to visions and revelations from the Lord Jesus (2 Corinthians 12:1). The Person of Jesus revealed the meaning of life and death (Colossians 3:3).
In the novel To Kill a Mockingbird, Atticus Finch said, “You’ll never understand a man ‘til you stand in his shoes and look at the world through his eyes.” Paul looked so unflinchingly at himself, others, and the world through the eyes of Jesus that Christ became the ego of the apostle—“I live now not with my own life but with the life of Christ who lives in me” (Galatians 2:20). Didymus of Alexandria said that “Paul was full of Christ.”
Contemplation is gazing at the unveiled glory of God in the risen glorified Christ. “Contemplative prayer is above all else looking at the person of Jesus.”14 The prayer of simple awareness means we don’t have to get anywhere because we are already there. We are simply coming into consciousness that we possess what we seek. Contemplation, defined as looking at Jesus while loving Him, leads not only to intimacy but to the transformation of the person contemplating.
In Nathaniel Hawthorne’s famous short story The Great Stone Face, a young boy stares at the face carved in granite and regularly asks tourists in town if they know the identity of the face on the mountain. No one does. Into manhood, midlife, and old age he continues to gaze on the face at every opportunity until one day a tourist passing through exclaims to the once-young boy who is now a weather-beaten old man, “You are the face on the mountain!” Contemplative awareness of the risen Jesus shapes our resemblance to Him and turns us into the persons God intended us to be.
PRESENT RISENNESS IS THE IMPULSE TO MINISTRY. “WHEN HE SAW the crowds he felt sorry for them because they were harassed and dejected, like sheep without a shepherd” (Matthew 9:36). This passage of exquisite tenderness offers a remarkable glimpse into the human soul of Jesus. It tells how He feels about human beings. It reveals His way of looking out on the world, His nonjudgmental attitude toward people who were looking for love in wrong places and seeking happiness in wrong pursuits. It is a simple revelation that the heart of Jesus beats the same yesterday, today, and forever.
Every time the Gospels mention that Jesus was moved with deep emotion for people, they show that it led Him to do something—physical or inner healing, deliverance or exorcism, feeding the hungry crowds or intercessory prayer. Above all, it moved Him to dispel distorted images of who He is and who God is, to lead people out of darkness into light. I’m reminded of the messianic prophecy of Isaiah: “He is like a shepherd feeding his flock, gathering the lambs in his arms, holding them against his breast, and leading to their rest the mother ewes” (40:11).
Jesus’ compassion moved Him to tell people the story of God’s love. In an idle moment I try to envision what my life would be like if no one had told me the salvation-story and no one had taken the time to introduce me to Jesus. If I were not already dead from alcoholism, the impostor would be running wild. As the Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous states, “Self-will runs riot.”
I came across a touching story by Herman Wouk narrated in his novel Inside, Outside. His hero has just become B’nai Brith, a son of the covenant, through his bar mitzvah at age thirteen. He then relates:
The morning after my bar mitzvah, I returned with Pop to the synagogue. What a contrast! Gloomy, silent, all but empty; down in front, Morris Elfenbein and a few old men putting on prayer shawls and phylacteries….
If Pop hadn’t made the effort I’d have missed the whole point. Anybody can stage a big bar mitzvah, given a bundle of money and a boy willing to put up with the drills for the sake of the wingding. The backbone of our religion—who knows, perhaps of all religions in this distracted age—is a stubborn handful in a nearly vacant house of worship, carrying it on for just one more working day; out of habit, loyalty, inertia, superstition, sentiment, or possibly true faith; who can be sure which? My father taught me that somber truth. It has stayed with me, so that I still haul myself to synagogues on weekdays, especially when it rains or snows and the minion looks chancy.15
The Sinai myth, the key to interpreting Hebrew history and to understanding Jewish identity, is kept alive and passed on by a minion (ten) of stubborn old men in an almost deserted synagogue. However muddled their motives and however frustrated they may become by the apathy and indifference of the crowd, they keep telling the story in season and out.
Our impulse to tell the salvation-story arises from listening to the heartbeat of the risen Jesus within us. Telling the story does not require that we become ordained ministers or flamboyant street corner preachers, nor does it demand that we try to convert people by concussion with one sledgehammer blow of the Bible after another. It simply means we share with others what our lives used to be like, what happened when we met Jesus, and what our lives are like now.
The impostor recoils at the prospect of telling the story because he fears rejection. He is tense and anxious because he must rely on himself; his power is limited by his paltry resources. He dreads failure.
The true self is not cowed into timidity. Buoyed up and carried on by a power greater than one’s own, the true self finds basic security in the awareness of the present risenness of Jesus Christ. Jesus, rather than self, is always the indispensable core of ministry. “Cut off from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). The moment we acknowledge that we are powerless, we enter into the liberating sphere of the risen One and we are freed from anxiety over the outcome. We tell the story simply because it is the right thing to do. As the Cambridge classicist F. M. Cornford once said, “The only reason for doing the right thing is that it is the right thing to do; all other reasons are reasons for doing something else.”16
The late Hollywood film director Frank Capra is best remembered for his 1946 movie It’s a Wonderful Life. The film is “a fantasy about a man who falls into suicidal despair because he thinks he has accomplished nothing of value. He is rescued by a guardian angel who shows him in a gloriously realized dream sequence, how miserable the lives of his town, his friends, his family would have been had he never existed to touch them with his goodness.”17
Perhaps when the final curtain falls, you will have told the story to only one person. God promises that one cup of living water drawn from the Fountain and passed on to another will not go unrewarded.
SOCRATES SAID, “THE UNAWARE LIFE IS NOT WORTH LIVING.” Sustaining ourselves in the awareness of the present risenness of Jesus is a costly decision that requires more courage than intelligence. I notice a tendency in myself to sink into unawareness, to enjoy some things alone, to exclude Christ, to hug certain experiences and relationships to myself. Exacerbated by what someone has called “the agnosticism of inattention”—the lack of personal discipline over media bombardment, shallow reading, sterile conversation, perfunctory prayer, and subjugation of the senses—the awareness of the risen Christ grows dim. Just as the failure to be attentive undermines love, confidence, and communion in a human relationship, so inattention to my true self hidden with Christ in God obscures awareness of the divine relationship. As the old proverb goes, “Thorns and thistles choke the unused path.” A once verdant heart becomes a devastated vineyard.
When I shut Jesus out of my consciousness by looking the other way, my heart is touched by the icy finger of agnosticism. My agnosticism does not consist in the denial of a personal God; it is unbelief growing like lichen from my inattention to the sacred presence. The way I spend my time and money and the way I interact with others routinely testifies to the degree of my awareness or unawareness.
In The Road Less Traveled, Scott Peck wrote, “Without discipline we can solve nothing. With only some discipline we can solve some problems. With total discipline we can solve all problems.”
With the passing of the years I am growing more convinced that the discipline of awareness of the present risenness of Jesus is intimately linked to the recovery of passion.
CHAPTER SEVEN
THE RECOVERY OF PASSION
THE WORD PASSION MEANS BASICALLY “TO BE AFFECTED BY,” and passion is the essential energy of the soul.1 It seldom strikes us that the capacity to be affected by anything is a source of energy. Yet we find a luminous illustration of this truth in the gospel of Matthew (13:44).
It appears to be just another long day of manual labor in the weary rhythm of time. But suddenly the ox stops and tugs mischievously. The peasant drives his plowshare deeper into the earth than he usually does. He turns over furrow after furrow until he hears the sound of a harsh metallic noise. The ox stops pawing. The man pushes the primitive plow aside.
With his bare hands he furiously digs up the earth. The dirt flies everywhere. At last the peasant spies a handle and lifts a large earthen pot out of the ground. Trembling, he yanks the handle off the pot. He is stunned. He lets out a scream—“Yaaaahh!”—that makes the ox blink.
The heavy pot is filled to the rim with coins and jewels, silver, and gold. He rifles through the treasure, letting the precious coins, the rare earrings, and sparkling diamonds slip through his fingers. Furtively, the peasant looks around to see if anyone has been watching him. Satisfied that he is alone, he heaps the dirt over the earthen pot, plows a shallow furrow over the surface, lays a large stone at the spot as a marker, and resumes plowing the field.
He is deeply affected by his splendid find. A single thought absorbs him; in fact, it so controls him that he can no longer work undistracted by day or sleep undisturbed by night. The field must become his property!
As a day laborer it is impossible for him to take possession of the buried treasure. Where can he get the money to buy the field? Caution and discretion fly out the window. He sells everything he owns. He gets a fair price for his hut and the few sheep he has acquired. He turns to relatives, friends, and acquaintances and borrows significant sums. The owner of the field is delighted with the fancy price offered by the purchaser and sells to the peasant without a second thought.
The new owner’s wife is apoplectic. His sons are inconsolable. His friends reproach him. His neighbors wag their heads: “He stayed out too long in the sun.” Still, they are baffled by his prodigious energy.
The peasant remains unruffled, even joyful, in the face of widespread opposition. He knows he has stumbled on an extraordinarily profitable transaction and rejoices at the thought of the payoff. The treasure, which apparently had been buried in the field for security before the last war and whose owner had not survived, returns a hundredfold on the price he had paid. He pays off all his debts and builds the equivalent of a mansion in Malibu. The lowly peasant is now a man whose fortune is made, envied by his enemies, congratulated by his friends, and secure for the rest of his life.
“The kingdom of heaven is like a treasure hidden in a field which someone has found; he hides it again, goes off happy, sells everything he owns and buys the field.” (Matthew 13:44)
This parable focuses on joyous discovery of the Kingdom. Biblical scholar Joachim Jeremias commented,
When that great joy surpassing all measure seizes a man, it carries him away, penetrates his inmost being, subjugates his mind. All else seems valueless compared to that surpassing worth. No price is too great to pay. The unreserved surrender of what is most valuable becomes a matter of course. The decisive thing in the parable is not what the man gives up, but his reason for doing so—the overwhelming experience of their discovery. Thus it is with the kingdom of God. The effect of the joyful news is overpowering; it fills the heart with gladness; it changes the whole direction of one’s life and produces the most wholehearted self-sacrifice.2
Let’s transpose the parable of the treasure into a modern key. On July 10, 1993, Leslie Robins, a thirty-year-old high school teacher from Fond du Lac, Wisconsin, won $111,000,000 (yep, one-hundred-eleven million dollars), the largest lottery jackpot in U.S. history. Immediately he flew from Wisconsin to Lakeland, Florida, to regroup with his fiancée Colleen DeVries. In a newspaper interview Robins said, “The first two days we were probably more scared and intimidated than elated. Overall, things are beginning to die down enough where we are comfortable.”
Would it be presumptuous to say that Leslie and Colleen have been “affected by” their good fortune and that the winning of the Powerball prize awakened passion in their souls? The identical passion of the peasant in the parable?
Robins had 180 days after the drawing to claim the prize. However, let’s suppose that these two Wisconsin natives are rabid sports fans. They get so engrossed in the Milwaukee Brewers’ chase for the American League pennant and the Green Bay Packers run for the Super Bowl that they forget to claim the prize. The 180 days expire, and they lose the $3.5 million (after taxes) annually for the next twenty years.
What would our verdict be on the young couple? Foolish?
My response would be the same, though tempered with understanding and compassion. I have done that very thing. Their blind servitude was sports; mine, alcohol. I can relate to their foolishness. They forfeited a fortune for the Brewers and Packers; I forfeited the treasure for bourbon and vodka. During those days of sour wine and withered roses when I was stashing whiskey bottles in the bathroom cabinet, the glove compartment, and the geranium pot, I hid from God in the midst of tears and under hollow laughter. All the while I knew the whereabouts of the treasure.
It is one thing to discover the treasure and quite another to claim it as one’s own through ruthless determination and tenacious effort.
The paltriness of our lives is largely due to our fascination with the trinkets and trophies of the unreal world that is passing away. Sex, drugs, booze, the pursuit of money, pleasure and power, even a little religion, suppress the awareness of present risenness. Religious dabbling, worldly prestige, or temporary unconsciousness cannot conceal the terrifying absence of meaning in the church and in society, nor can fanaticism, cynicism, or indifference.
Whatever the addiction—be it a smothering relationship, a dysfunctional dependence, or mere laziness—our capacity to be affected by Christ is numbed. Sloth is our refusal to go on the inward journey, a paralysis that results from choosing to protect ourselves from passion.3 When we are not profoundly affected by the treasure in our grasp, apathy and mediocrity are inevitable. If passion is not to degenerate into nostalgia or sentimentality, it must renew itself at its source.
The treasure is Jesus Christ. He is the Kingdom within. As the signature song of the St. Louis Jesuits goes:
We hold a treasure
not made of gold
in earthen vessels
wealth untold.
One treasure only
The Lord, the Christ
in earthen vessels.
THE STORY IS TOLD OF A VERY PIOUS JEWISH COUPLE. THEY HAD married with great love, and the love never died. Their greatest hope was to have a child so their love could walk the earth with joy.
Yet there were difficulties. And since they were very pious, they prayed and prayed and prayed. Along with considerable other efforts, lo and behold, the wife conceived. When she conceived, she laughed louder than Sarah laughed when she conceived Isaac. And the child leapt in her womb more joyously than John leapt in the womb of Elizabeth when Mary visited her. And nine months later a delightful little boy came rumbling into the world.
They named him Mordecai. He was rambunctious, zestful, gulping down the days and dreaming through the nights. The sun and the moon were his toys. He grew in age and wisdom and grace, until it was time to go to the synagogue and learn the Word of God.
The night before his studies were to begin, his parents sat Mordecai down and told him how important the Word of God was. They stressed that without the Word of God Mordecai would be an autumn leaf in the winter’s wind. He listened wide-eyed.
Yet the next day he never arrived at the synagogue. Instead he found himself in the woods, swimming in the lake and climbing the trees.
When he came home that night, the news had spread throughout the small village. Everyone knew of his shame. His parents were beside themselves. They did not know what to do.
So they called in the behavior modificationists to modify Mordecai’s behavior, until there was no behavior of Mordecai that was not modified. Nevertheless, the next day he found himself in the woods, swimming in the lake and climbing the trees.
So they called in the psychoanalysts, who unblocked Mordecai’s blockages, so there were no more blocks for Mordecai to be blocked by. Nevertheless, he found himself the next day, swimming in the lake and climbing the trees.
His parents grieved for their beloved son. There seemed to be no hope.
At this same time the Great Rabbi visited the village. And the parents said, “Ah! Perhaps the Rabbi.” So they took Mordecai to the Rabbi and told him their tale of woe. The Rabbi bellowed, “Leave the boy with me, and I will have a talking with him.”
It was bad enough that Mordecai would not go to the synagogue. But to leave their beloved son alone with this lion of a man was terrifying. However, they had come this far, and so they left him.
Now Mordecai stood in the hallway, and the Great Rabbi stood in his parlor. He beckoned, “Boy, come here.” Trembling, Mordecai came forward.
And then the Great Rabbi picked him up and held him silently against his heart.
His parents came to get Mordecai, and they took him home. The next day he went to the synagogue to learn the Word of God. And when he was done, he went to the woods. And the Word of God became one with the words of the woods, which became one with the words of Mordecai. And he swam in the lake. And the Word of God became one with the words of the lake, which became one with the words of Mordecai. And he climbed the trees. And the Word of God became one with the words of the trees, which became one with the words of Mordecai.
And Mordecai himself grew up to become a great man. People who were seized with panic came to him and found peace. People who were without anybody came to him and found communion. People with no exits came to him and found a way out. And when they came to him he said, “I first learned the Word of God when the Great Rabbi held me silently against his heart.”4
The heart is traditionally understood as the locus of emotions from which strong feelings such as love and hatred arise. However, this limited description of the heart as the seat of the affections limits it to one dimension of the total self. Obviously this is not all we have in mind when we pray, “Create in me a clean heart, O Lord,” or what God meant when He spoke through the mouth of Jeremiah, “Deep within them I will plant my Law, writing it on their hearts” (Jeremiah 31:33), or what Jesus meant when He said, “Happy the pure in heart” (Matthew 5:8).
The heart is the symbol we employ to capture the deepest essence of personhood. It symbolizes what lies at the core of our being; it defines irreducibly who we really are. We can know and be known only through revealing the revelation of what is in our heart.
When Mordecai listened to the heartbeat of the Great Rabbi, he heard more than the systole and diastole of a palpitating human organ. He penetrated the Rabbi’s consciousness, entered into his subjectivity and came to know the Rabbi in a way that embraced intellect and emotion—and transcended them. Heart spoke to heart. Consider Blaise Pascal’s provocative statement: “The heart has her reasons about which the mind knows nothing.”
ONCE, ON A FIVE-DAY SILENT RETREAT, I SPENT THE ENTIRE TIME IN John’s Gospel. Whenever a sentence caused my heart to stir I wrote it out longhand in a journal. The first of many entries was also the last: “The disciple Jesus loved was reclining next to Jesus.… He leaned back on Jesus’ breast” (John 13:23, 25). We must not hurry past this scene in search of deeper revelation, or we will miss a magnificent insight. John lays his head on the heart of God, on the breast of the Man whom the council of Nicea defined as “being coequal and consubstantial to the Father … God from God, Light from Light, True God from True God.” This passage should not be reduced to a historical memory. It can become a personal encounter, radically affecting our understanding of who God is and what our relationship with Jesus is meant to be. God allows a young Jew, reclining in the rags of his twenty-odd years, to listen to His heartbeat!
Have we ever seen the human Jesus at closer range?
Clearly, John was not intimidated by Jesus. He was not afraid of his Lord and Master. The Jesus John knew was not a hooded mystic abstracted by heavenly visions or a spectral face on a holy card with long hair and a flowing robe. John was deeply affected by this sacred Man.
Fearing that I would miss the divinity of Jesus, I distanced myself from His humanity, like an ancient worshiper shielding his eyes from the Holy of Holies. My uneasiness betrays a strange hesitancy of belief, an uncertain apprehension of a remote Deity, rather than intimate confidence in a personal Savior.
As John leans back on the breast of Jesus and listens to the heartbeat of the Great Rabbi, he comes to know Him in a way that surpasses mere cognitive knowledge.
What a world of difference lies between knowing about someone and knowing Him! We may know all about someone—name, place of birth, family of origin, educational background, habits, appearance—but all those vital statistics tell us nothing about the person who lives and loves and walks with God.
In a flash of intuitive understanding, John experiences Jesus as the human face of the God who is love. And in coming to know who the Great Rabbi is, John discovers who he is—the disciple Jesus loved. Years later, the evangelist would write, “In love there can be no fear, but fear is driven out by perfect love: because to fear is to expect punishment, and anyone who is afraid is still imperfect in love” (1 John 4:18).
Beatrice Bruteau wrote, “To know the subject, you have to enter inside the subject, enter into that subject’s own awareness, that is, have the same awareness yourself in your own subjectivity: ‘Let that mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus’” (Philippians 2:6).5
I sense this is what happened in the Upper Room. Not only did the beloved disciple come to know Jesus, but the meaning of all that Jesus had taught suddenly exploded like a starburst. “I first learned the Word of God when the Great Rabbi held me silently against his heart.” For John the heart of Christianity was not an inherited doctrine but a message born of his own experience. And the message he declared was, “God is love” (1 John 4:16).
Philosopher Bernard Lonergan once noted: “All religious experience at its roots is an experience of an unconditional and unrestricted being in love.”6
The recovery of passion begins with the recovery of my true self as the beloved. If I find Christ I will find myself and if I find my true self I will find Him. This is the goal and purpose of our lives. John did not believe that Jesus was the most important thing; he believed that Jesus was the only thing. For “the disciple Jesus loved,” anything less was not genuine faith.
I believe that the night in the Upper Room was the defining moment of John’s life. Some sixty years after Christ’s resurrection, the apostle—like an old gold miner panning the stream of his memories—recalled all that had transpired during his three-year association with Jesus. He made pointed reference to that holy night when it all came together, and he affirmed his core identity with these words: “Peter turned and saw the disciple Jesus loved following them—the one who had leaned on his breast at the supper” (John 21:20).
If John were to be asked, “What is your primary identity, your most coherent sense of yourself?” he would not reply, “I am a disciple, an apostle, an evangelist,” but “I am the one Jesus loves.”
The beloved disciple’s intimate encounter with Jesus on Maundy Thursday night did not pass unnoticed in the early church. Offering explicit testimony to John’s authorship of the fourth Gospel, Irenaeus (circa A.D. 180) wrote, “Last of all John, too, the disciple of the Lord who leant against his breast, himself brought out a gospel while he was in Ephesus.”7
To read John 13:23-25 without faith is to read it without profit. To risk the passionate life, we must be “affected by” Jesus as John was; we must engage His experience with our lives rather than with our memories. Until I lay my head on Jesus’ breast, listen to His heartbeat, and personally appropriate the Christ-experience of John’s eye-witness, I have only a derivative spirituality. My cunning impostor will borrow John’s moment of intimacy and attempt to convey it as if it were my own.
Once I related the story of an old man dying of cancer.8The old man’s daughter had asked the local priest to come and pray with her father. When the priest arrived, he found the man lying in bed with his head propped up on two pillows and an empty chair beside his bed. The priest assumed that the old fellow had been informed of his visit. “I guess you were expecting me,” he said.
“No, who are you?”
“I’m the new associate at your parish,” the priest replied. “When I saw the empty chair, I figured you knew I was going to show up.”
“Oh yeah, the chair,” said the bedridden man. “Would you mind closing the door?”
Puzzled, the priest shut the door. “I’ve never told anyone this, not even my daughter,” said the man, “but all my life I have never known how to pray. At the Sunday Mass I used to hear the pastor talk about prayer, but it always went right over my head. Finally I said to him one day in sheer frustration, ‘I get nothing out of your homilies on prayer.’
“‘Here,’ says my pastor reaching into the bottom drawer of his desk. ‘Read this book by Hans Urs von Balthasar. He’s a Swiss theologian. It’s the best book on contemplative prayer in the twentieth century.’
“Well, Father,” says the man, “I took the book home and tried to read it. But in the first three pages I had to look up twelve words in the dictionary. I gave the book back to my pastor, thanked him, and under my breath whispered ‘for nothin’.’
“I abandoned any attempt at prayer,” he continued, “until one day about four years ago my best friend said to me, ‘Joe, prayer is just a simple matter of having a conversation with Jesus. Here’s what I suggest. Sit down on a chair, place an empty chair in front of you, and in faith see Jesus on the chair. It’s not spooky because He promised, ‘I’ll be with you all days.’ Then just speak to Him and listen in the same way you’re doing with me right now.’
“So, Padre, I tried it and I’ve liked it so much that I do it a couple of hours every day. I’m careful though. If my daughter saw me talking to an empty chair, she’d either have a nervous breakdown or send me off to the funny farm.”
The priest was deeply moved by the story and encouraged the old guy to continue on the journey. Then he prayed with him, anointed him with oil, and returned to the rectory.
Two nights later the daughter called to tell the priest that her daddy had died that afternoon.
“Did he seem to die in peace?” he asked.
“Yes, when I left the house around two o’clock, he called me over to his bedside, told me one of his corny jokes, and kissed me on the cheek. When I got back from the store an hour later, I found him dead. But there was something strange, Father. In fact beyond strange, kinda weird. Apparently just before Daddy died, he leaned over and rested his head on a chair beside his bed.”
The Christ of faith is no less accessible to us in His present risenness than was the Christ of history in His human flesh to the beloved disciple. John emphasizes this truth when he quotes the Master: “I tell you the sober truth: it is much better for you that I go” (16:7, NASB). Why? How could Jesus’ departure benefit the community of believers? First, “because unless I go, the Advocate will not come to you, but if I do go, I will send him to you.” Second, while Jesus was still visible on earth, there was the danger that the apostles would be so wedded to the sight of His human body that they would trade the certainty of faith for the tangible evidence of the senses. To see Jesus in the flesh was an extraordinary privilege but more blessed are they who have not seen and yet believed (John 20:29).
IN THE LIGHT OF JOHN’S OWN EXPERIENCE, IT COMES AS NO SUR-prise that he puts but one central question to readers of his gospel: Do you know and love Jesus who is Messiah and Son of God?
The meaning and fullness of life spring from this. Everything else fades into twilight. As Edgar Bruns writes in his essay The Art and Thought of John, “The reader is, as it were, blinded by the brilliance of his image and comes away like a man who has looked long at the sun—unable to see anything but its light.”
Union with Jesus emerges as John’s dominant theme. Through the imagery of the vine and the branches Christ calls us to inhabit a new space in which we can live without anxiety and fear. “Make your home in me as I make mine in you” (John 15:4). “Whoever remains in me with me in him, bears fruit in plenty” (15:5). “As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you. Remain in my love” (15:9).
The poet John Donne cries out for all of us:
Take me to you, imprison me, for I,
Except you enthrall me, never shall be free,
Nor ever chaste, except you ravish me.9
Looking at Jesus through the prism of Johannine values offers unique insight into the priorities of discipleship. One’s personal relationship with Christ towers over every other consideration. What establishes preeminence in the Christian community is not apostleship or ecclesiastical office, nor titles or territory, not the charismatic gifts of tongues, healing, prophecy, or inspired preaching, but only our response to Jesus’ question, “Do you love Me?”
The gospel of John sends a prophetic word to the contemporary church accustomed to treating charismatic persons with excessive deference: The love of Jesus Christ alone establishes status and confers dignity. Before Peter was clothed with the mantle of authority Jesus asked him (not once but three times), “Do you love me?” The question is not only poignant but revelatory: “If authority is given, it must be based on the love of Jesus.”10
Leadership in the church is not entrusted to successful fund-raisers, brilliant biblical scholars, administrative geniuses, or spellbinding preachers (though these assets may be helpful), but to those who have been laid waste by a consuming passion for Christ—passionate men and women for whom privilege and power are trivial compared to knowing and loving Jesus. Henri Nouwen elaborates on these qualifications for leadership:
Christian leaders cannot simply be persons who have well-informed opinions about the burning issues of our time. Their leadership must be rooted in the permanent, intimate relationship with the incarnate Word, Jesus, and they need to find there the source for their words, advice, and guidance.… Dealing with burning issues easily leads to divisiveness because, before we know it, our sense of self is caught up in our opinion about a given subject. But when we are securely rooted in personal intimacy with the source of life, it will be possible to remain flexible but not relativistic, convinced without being rigid, willing to confront without being offensive, gentle, and forgiving without being soft, and true witnesses without being manipulative.11
We have only to examine the great clefts and fissures in church history, the ragged eras of hatred and strife, to see the disastrous consequences that come when John’s criterion for leadership is ignored. We can only shudder at the pain caused by cavalier Christian crusaders across the centuries in the name of orthodoxy.
THROUGHOUT MY RETREAT WITH JOHN AS MY COMPANION AND guide, I was struck by his choice of verbs and adverbs in narrating his own perception of Jesus and that of others.
Upon being told by her sister Martha that Jesus had arrived in Bethany and wanted to see her, Mary got up quickly and went to Him (11:29).
Mary of Magdala is heartbroken and tearful when she finds the tomb empty. At the moment of recognition when Jesus calls her name, she clung to him—“Do not cling to me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father” (20:17).
As soon as Peter and John receive word of the empty tomb, they ran together to the garden, but the other disciple, running faster than Peter, reached the tomb first (20:3-4).
Peter, the denier of Jesus, a failure as a friend in the hour of crisis, a coward in his soul before the servant-girl in the courtyard, jumped into the water almost naked once John told him Jesus was on shore. “At these words ‘It is the Lord,’ Simon Peter, who had practically nothing on, wrapped his cloak round him and jumped into the water” (21:7). John notes that the boat was about a hundred yards offshore.
These biblical characters, however clean or tawdry their personal histories may have been, are not paralyzed by the past in their present response to Jesus. Tossing aside self-consciousness they ran, clung, jumped, and raced to Him. Peter denied Him and deserted Him, but he was not afraid of Him.
Suppose for a moment that in a flash of insight you discovered that all your motives for ministry were essentially egocentric, or suppose that last night you got drunk and committed adultery, or suppose that you failed to respond to a cry for help and the person committed suicide. What would you do?
Would guilt, self-condemnation, and self-hatred consume you, or would you jump into the water and swim a hundred yards at breakneck speed toward Jesus? Haunted by feelings of unworthiness, would you allow the darkness to overcome you or would you let Jesus be who He is—a Savior of boundless compassion and infinite patience, a Lover who keeps no score of our wrongs?
John seems to be saying that the disciples of Jesus ran to Him because they were crazy about Him; or, in the more restrained prose of Raymond Brown, “Jesus was remembered as one who exhibited love in what he did and was loved deeply by those who followed him.”
The beloved disciple sends a message both to the sinner covered with shame and to the local church tentative and slow to forgive for fear of appearing lax or liberal. The number of people who have fled the church because it is too patient or compassionate is negligible; the number who have fled because they find it too unforgiving is tragic.
WHEN ROSLYN AND I WERE COURTING, I SEIZED EVERY OPPORTUNITY to visit her in New Orleans. In the spring of 1978 after leading a ten-day retreat in Assisi, Italy, for seventy American and Canadian clergy, I flew back with the group to the Twin Cities, arriving at three A.M.
Weary from jet lag and scheduled to speak the following morning at another conference in San Francisco, the obvious and prudent thing to do was to fly directly to the Bay City. Instead I lingered in Minneapolis until six A.M., caught a flight to New Orleans, and shared a delightful picnic with my beloved on the shores of Lake Pontchartrain, before journeying on to San Francisco. I landed at midnight.
The next morning I was bright, alert, and energetic, fired by love’s urgent longings. I was in love with love.
The root meaning of infatuation derives from the Latin in-fatuus, “to make foolish.”12 Experience tells us that life is not always lived to such a lyrical beat. Excitement and enthusiasm must eventually give way to quiet, thoughtful presence. Infatuation must weather separation, loneliness, conflict, tension, and patches of boredom that challenge its capacity to endure. If it is to survive, the illusory intimacy of the first fascination must mature into authentic intimacy characterized by self-sacrifice, appreciation of, and communion with the beloved.
Many of us can recall an utterly unpredictable moment in which we were deeply affected by an encounter with Jesus Christ—a peak experience that brought immense consolation and heartfelt joy. We were swept up in wonder and love. Quite simply, we were infatuated with Jesus, in love with love. For me the experience lasted nine years.
Then shortly after ordination I got shanghaied by success. Applause and acclaim in the ministry muffled the voice of the Beloved. I was in demand. What a giddy feeling to have my person admired and my presence required! As my unconditional availability increased and intimacy with Christ decreased, I rationalized that this was the price to be paid for unstinting service to the Kingdom enterprise.
Years later, the fame faded and my popularity waned. When rejection and failure first made their unwelcome appearance, I was spiritually unequipped for the inner devastation. Loneliness and sadness invaded my soul. In search of a mood-altering experience I unplugged the jug. With my predisposition to alcoholism, I was a raging drunk within eighteen months. I abandoned the treasure and took flight from the simple sacredness of my life.
Finally I went for treatment in Hazelden, Minnesota. As the alcoholic fog lifted, I knew there was only one place to go. I sank down into the center of my soul, grew still, and listened to the Rabbi’s heartbeat.
The ensuing years have not been marked by uninterrupted awareness of present risenness; my life has not been an unbroken spiral toward holiness. There have been lapses and relapses, fits of pique and frustration, times of high anxiety and low self-esteem. The good news is that their hang-time grows progressively shorter.
What is the purpose of this self-disclosure? For anyone caught up in the oppression of thinking that God works only through saints, it offers a word of encouragement. For those who have fulfilled Jesus’ prophetic word to Peter, “Before the cock crows you will have disowned me three times,” it offers a word of liberation. For those trapped in cynicism, indifference, or despair, it offers a word of hope.
Jesus is the same yesterday, today, and forever (Hebrews 13:8). The way He related to Peter, John, and Mary Magdalene is the way He relates to us. The recovery of passion starts with reappraising the value of the treasure, continues with letting the Great Rabbi hold us against His heart, and comes to fruition in a personal transformation of which we will not even be aware.
Not surprisingly, the impostor shrinks as he discovers that, apart from Christ, his alleged virtues are but brilliant vices.
CHAPTER EIGHT
FORTITUDE AND FANTASY
Anthony DeMello in The Way to Love wrote bluntly:
Look at your life and see how you have filled its emptiness with people. As a result they have a stranglehold on you. See how they control your behavior by their approval and disapproval. They hold the power to ease your loneliness with their company, to send your spirits soaring with their praise, to bring you down to the depths with their criticism and rejection. Take a look at yourself spending almost every waking moment of your day placating and pleasing people, whether they are living or dead. You live by their norms, conform to their standards, seek their company, desire their love, dread their ridicule, long for their applause, meekly submit to the guilt they lay upon you; you are terrified to go against the fashion in the way you dress or speak or act or even think. And observe how even when you control them you depend on them and are enslaved by them. People have become so much a part of your being that you cannot even imagine living a life that is unaffected or uncontrolled by them.1
In John’s gospel, the Jews are said to be incapable of believing because they “look to one another for approval” (5:44). There appears to be a radical incompatibility between human respect and authentic faith in Christ. The strokes or the scorn of our peers become more important than the approval of Jesus.
As I wrote earlier, the dominant sin in my adult life has been my cowardly refusal to think, feel, act, respond, and live from my authentic self, because of fear of rejection. I don’t mean that I do not believe in Jesus anymore. I still believe in Him, but peer pressure has set limits to the boundaries of my faith. Nor do I mean that I do not love Jesus anymore. I still love Him very much, but I sometimes love other things—specifically my glittering image—even more. Any self-imposed limit to my faith and love for Jesus inevitably initiates a betrayal of some kind. I march in lock-step with the intimidated apostles: “All the disciples deserted him and ran away” (Matthew 26:56).
The opinions of others exert a subtle but controlling pressure on the words I speak and the words I stuff; the tyranny of my peers controls the decisions I make and the ones I refuse to make. I am afraid of what others may say. Peter G. van Breeman identified this fear:
This fear of ridicule paralyzes more effectively than would a head-on attack or an outspoken harsh criticism. How much good is left undone because of our fear of the opinion of others! We are immobilized by the thought: what will others say? The irony of all this is that the opinions we fear most are not those of people we really respect, yet these same persons influence our lives more than we want to admit. This enervating fear of our peers can create an appalling mediocrity.2
WHEN WE FREELY ASSENT TO THE MYSTERY OF OUR BELOVEDNESS and accept our core identity as Abba’s child, we slowly gain autonomy from controlling relationships. We become inner-directed rather than outer-determined. The fleeting flashes of pleasure or pain caused by the affirmation or deprivation of others will never entirely disappear, but their power to induce self-betrayal will be diminished.
Passion is not high emotion but a steely determination, fired by love, to stay centered in the awareness of Christ’s present risenness, a drivenness to remain rooted in the truth of who I am, and a readiness to pay the price of fidelity. To own my unique self in a world filled with voices contrary to the gospel requires enormous fortitude. In this decade of much empty religious talk and proliferating Bible studies, idle intellectual curiosity and pretensions of importance, intelligence without courage is bankrupt. The truth of faith has little value when it is not also the life of the heart. Thirteenth-century theologian Anthony of Padua opened every class he taught with the phrase, “Of what value is learning that does not turn to love?”
With biting satire Sören Kierkegaard mocked the pursuit of biblical and theological knowledge as an end in itself:
We artful dodgers act as if we do not understand the New Testament, because we realize full well that we should have to change our way of life drastically. That is why we invented “religious education” and “christian doctrine.” Another concordance, another lexicon, a few more commentaries, three other translations, because it is all so difficult to understand. Yes, of course, dear God, all of us—capitalists, officials, ministers, house-owners, beggars, the whole society—we would be lost if it were not for “scholarly doctrine!”3
The one great passion in Jesus’ life was His Father. He carried a secret in His heart that made Him great and lonely.4 The four evangelists do not spare us the brutal details of the losses Jesus suffered for the sake of integrity, the price He paid for fidelity to His passion, His person, and His mission. His own family thought He needed custodial care (Mark 3:21), He was called a glutton and a drunkard (Luke 7:34), the religious leaders suspected a demonic seizure (Mark 3:22), and bystanders called Him some bad names. He was spurned by those He loved, deemed a loser, driven out of town, and killed as a criminal.
The pressures of religious conformity and political correctness in our culture bring us face-to-face with what Johannes Metz called “the poverty of uniqueness.” On the desk in the study where I wrote this book stands a picture of Thomas Merton with this inscription: “If you forget everything else that has been said, I would suggest you remember this for the future: ‘From now on, everybody stands on his own two feet.’”
The poverty of uniqueness is the call of Jesus to stand utterly alone when the only alternative is to cut a deal at the price of one’s integrity. It is a lonely yes to the whispers of our true self, a clinging to our core identity when companionship and community support are withheld. It is a courageous determination to make unpopular decisions that are expressive of the truth of who we are—not of who we think we should be or who someone else wants us to be. It is trusting enough in Jesus to make mistakes and believing enough that His life will still pulse within us. It is the unarticulated, gut-wrenching yielding of our true self to the poverty of our own unique, mysterious personality.
In a word, standing on our own two feet is an often heroic act of love.
In the name of prudence the terrified impostor would have us betray our identity and our mission, whatever it might be—standing with a friend in the harsh weather of life, solidarity with the oppressed at the cost of ridicule, refusal to be silent in the face of injustice, unswerving loyalty to a spouse, or any lonely call to duty on a wintry night. Other voices clamor, “Don’t make waves, say what everyone else is saying and do what they’re doing, tailor your conscience to fit this year’s fashion. When in Rome do as the Romans do. You don’t want to raise eyebrows and be dismissed as a kook. Settle in and settle down. You’d be overruled anyway.”
Metz wrote,
So the argument runs, urging everyone to the average, thoughtless mediocrity that is veiled and protected by the legalities, conventions and flattery of a society which craves endorsement for every activity, yet retreats into public anonymity. Indeed, with such anonymity it will risk everything and nothing!—except a genuine, open, personal commitment. Yet without paying the price of poverty implied in such commitments, no one will ever fulfill his mission as a human being. Only it enables us to find true selfhood.5
Anyone who has ever stood up for the truth of human dignity, no matter how disfigured, only to find previously supportive friends holding back, even remonstrating with you for your boldness, feels the loneliness of the poverty of uniqueness. This happens every day to those who choose to suffer for the absolute voice of conscience, even in what seem to be small matters. They find themselves standing alone. I have yet to meet the man or woman who enjoys such responsibility.
The measure of our depth-awareness of Christ’s present risenness is our capacity to stand up for the truth and sustain the disapproval of significant others. An increasing passion for truth evokes a growing indifference to public opinion and to what people say or think. We can no longer drift with the crowd or echo the opinions of others. The inner voice, “Take courage. It is I. Do not be afraid,” assures that our security rests in having no security. When we stand on our own two feet and claim responsibility for our unique self, we are growing in personal autonomy, fortitude, and freedom from the bondage of human approval.
A tale often told in Irish pubs catches this spirit of liberation. A tourist was exploring some back roads in a remote corner of Ireland. Rather than risk getting lost, he decided to remain in his car and wait for a local inhabitant to arrive. After a considerable length of time a local man approached on a bicycle. The tourist greeted him warmly and said, “Well, Paddy, am I glad to see you. I want to know which of these roads will take me back into the village.”
“How did you know my name is Paddy?” asked the local man.
“Oh, I just guessed it,” replied the tourist.
“Well, in that case, you can guess which is the right road!” said the local man as he rode away angrily.6
IN THE PAST TWENTY YEARS BOTH PSYCHOLOGY AND RELIGION HAVE laid strong emphasis on the primacy of being over doing. We are often reminded by pastor, therapist, and next-door neighbor, “It is not what you do that matters, it is who you are.” There is certainly an element of truth in this statement—who we are in God is of ultimate significance. Who one is transcends what one does or what one says or what descriptive traits and qualities one has.7
In religious circles we have reacted sharply against the heresy of works and the pharisaical focus on the endless doing of ritual acts, which is the undoing of authentic religion. We have been cautioned not to identify ourselves with our career or ministry because when change comes through old age, sickness, or retirement, we will feel worthless and useless and without a clue as to who we are. We reject our Christian culture when it seems to equate holiness with doing. We know that the practice of conferring and withholding honors in the local church is often based on dubious accomplishments.
Again, there is undeniable wisdom here. The tendency to construct a self-image based on performing religious acts easily leads to the illusion of self-righteousness. When our sense of self is tied to any particular task—such as serving in a soup kitchen, promoting environmental consciousness, or giving spiritual instruction—we take a functional approach to life, work becomes the central value; we lose touch with the true self and the happy combination of mysterious dignity and pompous dust which we really are.
And yet….
While acknowledging the truth contained in the foregoing paragraphs, I want to affirm that what we do may be far more decisive and far more expressive of the ultimate truth of who we are in Christ than anything else. I’m not suggesting stockpiling righteousness points to earn a seat at the heavenly banquet through vigorous effort. But who we are is elusive, even to the most sophisticated, therapeutic probing of the human psyche.
Faith tells us that we are Abba’s beloved children. Faith persuades us of the present risenness of Jesus. But, as Sebastian Moore noted, “In religion there always lurks the fear that we invented the story of God’s love.”8 Genuine faith leads to knowing the love of God, to confessing Jesus as Lord, and to being transformed by what we know.
An old woman lay seriously ill in a hospital. Her closest friend read Isaiah 25:6-9 aloud to her. Wanting the comfort and support of faith, the sick woman asked her friend to hold her hand. On the other side of the bed, her husband, who considered himself a deeply religious man and who prided himself for his boldness in having a “Honk, if you love Jesus” bumper-sticker on his car, reached out to take her other hand. His wife withdrew it, saying with deep sadness, “Herbert, you are not a believer. Your cruelty and callousness throughout the forty years of our marriage tells me that your faith is an illusion.”
Suppose you have a keen dislike for the used car salesman who knowingly sold you a lemon. You learn that he is in the hospital recuperating from a heart attack. You call his wife and assure her of your prayers and then visit the salesman in the hospital and leave a get-well card with a batch of homemade cookies on his nightstand. You still dislike him and disapprove of his shady tactics. When you lay your head on the pillow that night, why should you dwell more on your dislike and disapproval of him than on the fact that you did a stupendous act of kindness that transcended your feelings? In this case, what you do matters more than who you are.
Simon Tugwell remarked, “What we do can be much more versatile and worthwhile than what goes on behind the scenes of our psychological life. And it may be of greater significance for our being in God, because it may express his true purpose, even while it does not express anything we could clearly call our own purpose.”9
Someone might protest, “But to visit the salesman in the hospital is false, two-faced, and hypocritical.” I submit that it is the triumph of do-ness over is-ness. When Jesus said, “Love your enemies, and do good to those who hate you,” I do not think He meant that we play kissy-face with them.
Substituting theoretical concepts for acts of love keeps life at a safe distance. This is the dark side of putting being over doing. Is this not the accusation that Jesus leveled against the religious elite of His day?
The Christian commitment is not an abstraction. It is a concrete, visible, courageous, and formidable way of being in the world forged by daily choices consistent with inner truth. A commitment that is not visible in humble service, suffering discipleship, and creative love is an illusion. Jesus Christ is impatient with illusions, and the world has no interest in abstractions. “Everyone who listens to these words of mine and does not act on them will be like a stupid man who built his house on sand” (Matthew 7:26). If we bypass these words of the Great Rabbi, the spiritual life will be nothing more than fantasy.
The one who talks, especially if he talks to God, can affect a great deal, but the one who acts really means business and has more claims on our attention. If you want to know what a person really believes, don’t just listen to what he says, watch what he does.10
One day Jesus announced that He had not come to call the virtuous but sinners. Then He proceeded to break bread with a notorious public sinner, Zacchaeus. Through table fellowship Jesus acted out His passion for the Father whose indiscriminate love allows His rain to fall on honest and dishonest men alike. The inclusion of sinners in meal-sharing is a dramatic expression of the merciful love of the redeeming God.
Jesus reinforced His words with deeds. He was not intimidated by authority figures. He seemed unfazed by the crowds’ complaints that He was violating the law by going to a sinner’s house. Jesus broke the law of traditions when the love of persons demanded it.
Begrudgingly, the Pharisees were forced to acknowledge Jesus’ integrity: “Master, we know that you are an honest man, that you are not afraid of anyone, because a man’s rank means nothing to you, and that you teach the way of God in all honesty” (Mark 12:14). Although it was a ploy to trap Him, this admission tells us something of the impact Jesus had on His listeners. A life of integrity has prophetic clout even with cynics. Yes, indeed, this Man was truly a Rabbi unlike any other in Palestine. He may never have studied under a great teacher; He had no degree. He was a layman, an uneducated Galilean peasant, but His Word thundered with authority: He was the Great Rabbi because His being and His doing, like His humanity and His divinity, were one.
At another point in His earthly ministry Jesus said, “The Son of Man has not come to be served but to serve.” On the eve of His death, Jesus took off His outer garment, tied a towel around His waist, poured water into a copper basin, and washed the feet of His disciples. The Jerusalem Bible notes that the dress and the duty are those of a slave.
French theologian Yves Congar stated, “The revelation of Jesus is not contained in his teaching alone; it is also, and perhaps we ought to say mainly in what he did. The coming of the Word into our flesh, God’s acceptance of the status of servant, the washing of the disciples’ feet—all this has the force of revelation and a revelation of God.”11
A profound mystery: God becomes a slave. This implies very specifically that God wants to be known through servanthood. Such is God’s own self-disclosure. Thus, when Jesus describes His return in glory at the end of the world, He says, “Happy those servants whom the master finds awake when he comes. I tell you solemnly, he will put on an apron, sit them down at a table and wait on them” (Luke 12:3, emphasis added).
Jesus remains Lord by being a servant.
The beloved disciple presents a mind-bending image of God, blowing away all previous conceptions of who the Messiah is and what discipleship is all about. What a scandalous and unprecedented reversal of the world’s values! To prefer to be the servant rather than the lord of the household is the path of downward mobility in an upwardly mobile culture. To taunt the idols of prestige, honor, and recognition, to refuse to take oneself seriously or to take seriously others who take themselves seriously, to dance to the tune of a different drummer, and to freely embrace the servant lifestyle—these are the attitudes that bear the stamp of authentic discipleship.
The stark realism of John’s portrait of Christ leaves no room for romanticized idealism or sloppy sentimentality. Servanthood is not an emotion or mood or feeling; it is a decision to live like Jesus. It has nothing to do with what we feel; it has everything to do with what we do—humble service. To listen obediently to Jesus—“If I, then, the Lord and Master, have washed your feet, you should wash each other’s feet”—is to hear the heartbeat of the Rabbi John knew and loved.
When being is divorced from doing, pious thoughts become an adequate substitute for washing dirty feet. The call to the servant lifestyle is both a warning not to be seduced by the secular standard of human greatness and also a summons to courageous faith. As we participate in the foot-washing experience, Jesus addresses us directly, commanding our complete attention as He looks into our eyes and makes this colossal claim: “If you want to know what God is like, look at Me. If you want to learn that your God does not come to rule but serve, watch Me. If you want assurance that you did not invent the story of God’s love, listen to My heartbeat.”
This staggering and implacable assertion about Himself remains the central notion with which we must come to grips.12 No one can speak for us. The seriousness of the implications in the confession “Jesus is Lord” reveal the cost of discipleship, the towering significance of trust, and the irreplaceable importance of fortitude. Jesus knew these things, too. Our faith in the Incarnation—the enormous mystery of God drawing aside the curtain of eternity and stepping into human history in the man Jesus—is fantasy if we cling to any image of divinity other than the Servant bowed low in the upper room.
When I get sprayed by the storms of life and find my faith has faltered, my courage has gone south, I often turn to Matthew 14:22-33. Jesus sees the disciples caught up in a squall. It is between three and six A.M. He comes walking toward them on the water. They are terrified. “It’s a ghost,” they cry out in fear. He says, “Courage! It is I! Do not be afraid.”
Peter, nothing if not brash, decides to test the voice. “Lord, if it is you, tell me to come to you across the water.” The tentative faith of that fearful “if” quickly deteriorates into sheer terror as Peter begins to walk to Jesus. I find comfort (perhaps perverse pleasure) in knowing that the rock on which Jesus would build the church sank like a stone.
THE DAYS IN WHICH WE LIVE ARE RIPE FOR PANIC, AS THE messianic bean-counters have joined forces with the apocalyptic spin-doctors to predict the imminent end of the world. They put their personal spin on catastrophes such as the genocide in Bosnia, the great Midwest flood of 1993, and grand-scale terrorism in the United States and abroad. They try to match symbols from the book of Revelation with specific historical events, then prophesy that the global village is teetering on the edge and very soon things will be over for the human adventure.
The bean-counters and the spin-doctors may be correct in their dire ultimatum—that human history has come to an end and the extermination of the species is at hand. The evils of the present generation may indeed be interpreted as definitive signs of God’s final intervention to bring about a fiery climax in awesome destruction and incredible triumph. On the other hand, since Jesus Himself disclaimed any knowledge of the day and the hour (Matthew 24:36), they may be completely mistaken.
Apocalyptic holds a certain morbid fascination for the human mind. It easily outlives the circumstances that give it birth. We always see groups that predict the end of the world over the graves of all former predictions. Symbols are always vulnerable to over-literal minds, and the inflated images of apocalyptic seem more prone than most to be taken literally. But the tendency to take apocalyptic too seriously is due to a disease of the human mind rather than to any inherent fault in apocalyptic itself.
False prophets, playing on people’s innate fear of displeasing God, will abound in the coming years, leading people on wild pilgrimages and creating panic. As we listen to the heartbeat of the Rabbi, we will hear a word of reassurance: “I’ve told you all this beforehand. Shh! Be still. I am here. All is well.”
In place of end-time agitation and thoughts of doom, Jesus tells us to be alert and watchful. We are to avoid the doomsayer and the talk-show crank when they conduct their solemn televised meeting in the green room of the apocalypse. We are to act justly, to love tenderly, and to walk humbly with our God (Micah 6:8). We are to claim our belovedness each day and live as servants in the awareness of present risenness. We pay no heed to the quacks and self-proclaimed seers who manipulate the loyalty of others for their self-serving purposes.
Edward Schillebeeckx, winner of the Erasmus prize as Europe’s outstanding theologian, said,
The only correct and adequate answer to the question which was put on all sides in Jesus’ time and which in the New Testament the disciples had also put to Jesus, “Lord, when is the end coming, and what are the signs of it?”, is therefore: do not puzzle over such things, but live an ordinary life as Christians, in accordance with the practice of the kingdom of God; then no one and nothing can come upon you unexpectedly apart from the liberating rule of God himself.… It does not matter whether you are now working in the field or grinding corn, whether you are a priest or a professor, a cook or a porter, or an old age pensioner. What matters is how your life looks when you hold it up to the light of the gospel of the God whose nature is to love of all humankind.13
THE MOVIE THE PLAYERS, DIRECTED BY ROBERT ALTMAN, OFFERS A chilling portrait of a world that canonizes greed, the deal, the sure thing. The film, satirizing film-making itself, condones irresponsible wealth and power, shows contempt for unprofitable originality, and sanctifies self-interest: The bottom line is the only line. Altman implies that Hollywood is a microcosm of us all—a society marinating in its own incestuous self-interest.
One imponderable trait of the human psyche is its ability to make irrational judgments about worthwhile human investments along with its refusal to view life in light of eternity. Whether it be the grandiosity of the addict, the self-importance of the workaholic, the self-interest of the movie mogul, or the self-absorption of the average person in his or her plans and projects—all collaborate to weave the fantasy of invincibility, or what Ernest Becker calls “the denial of death.”
Of all the books written and all the sermons preached about death, not one has come from firsthand experience. Yes, not one of us has intellectual doubts about death’s inevitability. The mute testimony of our ancestors tells us that to deny that death will one day come is literally fantastic. Nevertheless, among believers profound consciousness of death is a rarity. For some, the veil between present reality and eternity is the shroud of science—death is simply the last disease waiting to be conquered by medicine. For others, their view is represented by a physician in a respected medical journal: “In my opinion death is an insult; the stupidest, ugliest thing that can ever happen to a human being,”14 and therefore, a cruel, unwanted interruption that is best ignored. For many the separation from loved ones is too painful to consider. Perhaps for most of us, the frenetic pace of life and the immediate claims of the present moment leave no time, except for fleeting reflection at funerals, to contemplate seriously where we came from and where we are going.
Saint Benedict, the founder of Western monasticism, offers the sober advice to “keep your own death before your eyes each day.” It is not a counsel to morbidity but a challenge to faith and fortitude. Until we come to terms with this primal fact of life, as Parker Palmer noted, there can be no spirituality worth speaking of.
I waffle back and forth between fear and anticipation of death. I am most afraid of death when I am most afraid of life. When I’m conscious of my belovedness and when I am alert to the present risenness of Jesus, I can face death courageously. Paul’s boast that life, of course, means Christ and death is a prize to be won (Philippians 1:21), becomes my own. Without fear I can acknowledge that the authentic Christian tension is not between life and death, but between life and life. I buoyantly affirm the Great Rabbi’s words on the eve of His death: “I live, and you will live” (John 14:19). Above all, when He holds me silently against His heart, I can even accept the terror of abandonment.
But when the night is darkest and the impostor is running amok, and I am thinking how well I have done and how necessary I am and how secure I feel in the affirmation of others and how remarkable that I’ve become a player in the religion thing and how deserving I am of an exotic vacation and how proud my family is of me and how glorious the future looks—suddenly, like mist rising from the fields, I am enveloped in thoughts of death. Then I am afraid. I know that behind all my Christian slogans and conversations about resurrection, there lurks a very frightened man. Entranced in my reverie, I am isolated and alone. I have joined the cast of Robert Altman’s players. Like a runaway inmate from the asylum, I have escaped into the fantasy of invincibility.
SUPPOSE AN EMINENT PHYSICIAN, WELL-INFORMED OF YOUR MEDICAL history, told you that you have twenty-four hours to live. You sought a second opinion, which confirmed the first. And a third agreed with the previous two.
When we hear the footsteps of the Grim Reaper, our perception of reality changes drastically. With precious time slipping away like sand in an hourglass, we quickly dismiss all that is petty and irrelevant and focus only on matters of ultimate concern. As Samuel Johnson once said, “The prospect of being hanged concentrates a man’s mind wonderfully.” Although a panic attack might be our initial response, we soon realize that sobbing is only wasting valuable time.
In one of her novels, Iris Murdoch depicts a man in a boundary situation. Time is running out for him. He is trapped in a cave waist-deep in water. Soon the high tide will inundate the place. He thinks, “If I ever get out of here I will be no man’s judge … not to judge, not to be superior, not to exercise power, not to seek, seek, seek. To love and to reconcile and to forgive, only this matters. All power is sin and all law is frailty. Love is the only justice. Forgiveness, reconciliation, not law.”15
The denial of death is not a healthy option for a disciple of Jesus. Nor is pessimism in the face of today’s troubles. The significant shift in priorities that comes through living twenty-four hours at a time is not mere resignation to what we know cannot be changed. My life in the confrontation with trials and tribulations is not stoic passivity. My death-defying no to despair at the end of my life and my life-affirming yes to seemingly insurmountable problems in the midst of my life are both animated by hope in the invincible might of the risen Jesus and in the immeasurable scope of His power in us who believe (Ephesians 1:19).
We are not cowed into timidity by death and life. Were we forced to rely on our own shabby resources we would be pitiful people indeed. But the awareness of Christ’s present risenness persuades us that we are buoyed up and carried on by a life greater than our own. Hope means that in Christ, by entrusting ourselves to Him, we can courageously face evil, accept our own need for further conversion, the lovelessness of others, and the whole legacy of sin in the world around us and in our own heritage. We can then face death just as we can face life and the mammoth task before us, which Paul described as “putting to death our selfish desires.”
The Christ within who is our hope of glory is not a matter of theological debate or philosophical speculation. He is not a hobby, a part-time project, a good theme for a book, or a last resort when all human effort fails. He is our life, the most real fact about us. He is the power and wisdom of God dwelling within us.
William Johnston is a wise old contemplative teacher at Sophia University in Tokyo. In a letter to a young colleague who was about to open a prayer center, he fairly shouted, “Never banish the thought of death from your consciousness.”16 To those brave souls who long to forego fantasy for a life of fortitude I would add, “Never deliberately banish the awareness of present risenness, and as you finish reading this chapter, for a moment listen to the Rabbi’s heartbeat.”
CHAPTER NINE
THE RABBI’S HEARTBEAT
GOD IS LOVE.
Jesus is God.
If Jesus ceased loving, He would cease being God.
Much of contemporary writing on spirituality has elucidated this theme with great clarity and depth. The unconditional love of God is the leitmotif of innumerable books, articles, sermons, and conferences. References to a limitless love that knows no boundary, caution, or breaking point are not in short supply either on the Christian analyst’s couch, the preacher’s pulpit, the theologian’s classroom, or Andrew Greeley’s novels. To cite a few examples:
The love of God is not a mild benevolence but a consuming fire.
—BEDE GRIFFITHS
God’s love is not conditional. We cannot do anything to deserve God’s love—for which reason it is called grace; and we need not do anything to provoke it. It is already there. Any love that is going to be salvific must be of this type, absolutely unconditional and free.
—BEATRICE BRUTEAU
One of the keys to real religious experience is the shattering realization that no matter how hateful we are to ourselves, we are not hateful to God. This realization helps us to understand the difference between our love and His. Our love is a need, His a gift.
—THOMAS MERTON
A false and illusory notion of God … sees God as someone who is gracious to me when I am good, but who punishes me relentlessly when I am bad. This is a typical patriarchal notion of God. He is the God of Noah who sees people deep in sin, repents that He made them and resolves to destroy them. He is the God of the desert who sends snakes to bite his people because they murmured against Him. He is the God of David who practically decimates a people, because their king, motivated by pride perhaps, takes up a census of his empire. He is the God who exacts the last drop of blood from his Son, so that his just anger, evoked by sin, may be appeased. This God whose moods alternate between graciousness and fierce anger, a god who is still all too familiar to many Christians—is a caricature of the true God. This God does not exist. This is not the God whom Jesus reveals to us. This is not the God whom Jesus called “Abba.”
—WILLIAM SHANNON
Those luminous extrapolations of the gospel faithfully echo the words of the Great Rabbi in John’s gospel:
“A man can have no greater love than to lay down his life for his friends.” (15:13)
“I do not say that I shall pray to the Father for you, because the Father himself loves you.” (16:26-27)
“My little children … I will not leave you orphans.” (14:18)
“Anybody who loves me will be loved by my Father and I shall love him and show myself to him.” (14:21)
“I shall see you again, and your hearts will be full of joy.” (16:22)
Our response to these wondrous revelations varies widely. One person hears the words, “God loves you as you are and not as you should be,” and says, “That is dangerous teaching. It promotes complacency and leads to moral laziness and spiritual laxity.” A second responds, “Yes, God loves me as I am but He loves me so much He won’t let me stay where I am.”
A third way to respond is from the detached vantage point of the religious dabbler, who reacts to Jesus’ self-disclosure with, “Very interesting.” Eugene Peterson has a sharp response to this mind-set: “Scripture is not for entertainment. It is not for diversion. It is not for culture. It is not a key to unlocking secrets to the future. It is not a riddle to intrigue the pious dilettante.”1
A fourth response is the cynical one: “It’s all just words, words, words—abracadabra.” Cynics debunk everything. There is nothing true, good, or beautiful under the sun. In actuality, the cynic is a hurt sentimentalist turned inside-out. There is no Santa Claus. “I’ll never trust anyone again.” “I didn’t know what love was until I got married; then it was too late.” A father, alienated from his three sons for many years, was asked how he liked children. Quoting W. C. Fields, he replied, “Fried!”
In sexual love the cynic perceives lust; in sacrifice and dedication, guilt; in charity, condescension; in political skills, manipulation; in the powers of the mind, rationalization; in peacefulness, ennui; in neighborliness, self-interest; in friendship, opportunism. The vitality of the old is pathetic; the exuberance of the young is immature; the steadiness of the middle-aged is boredom.2
And yet, even for the most disillusioned cynic, an aching longing remains for something true, good, or beautiful.
Lastly, we come to the sincere disciples who listen attentively to the Word of God yet remain curiously unmoved. The words inform them about God but do not involve them in knowing God. They respond, “The thoughts and words are beautiful and inspiring.” But the problem is, they stop there. Endless rational analysis substitutes for decisive commitment.
The words engage their minds, but their disengaged hearts remain elsewhere and otherwise. They live in a world of what Professor H. H. Price called “uncashed symbols.”3
The engaged mind, illuminated by truth, awakens awareness; the engaged heart, affected by love, awakens passion. May I say once more—this essential energy of the soul is not an ecstatic trance, high emotion, or a sanguine stance toward life: It is a fierce longing for God, an unyielding resolve to live in and out of the truth of our belovedness.
The love of Christ (not our love for Him but His love for us) impels us. The integration of mind and heart shapes a unified personality living in a state of passionate awareness.
THE UNAFFECTED HEART IS ONE OF THE DARK MYSTERIES OF human existence. It beats dispassionately in human beings with lazy minds, listless attitudes, unused talents, and buried hopes. Like Ian Bedloe’s mother, they never seem to get beneath the surface of their lives. They die before they ever learn to live.
Years wasted in vain regrets, energies dissipated in haphazard relationships and projects, emotions blunted, passive before whatever experiences the day brings, they are like snoring sleepers who resent having their peace disturbed. Their existential mistrust of God, the world, and even themselves underlies their inability to make a passionate commitment to anyone or anything.
Paradoxically, we attain self-awareness, not by self-analysis, but by the leap of commitment. According to Viktor Frankl, a person finds identity only to the extent that “he commits himself to something beyond himself, to a cause greater than himself.”4 The meaning of our lives emerges in the surrender of ourselves to an adventure of becoming who we are not yet.
The unaffected heart leaves a legacy of Disney World paraphernalia and a thousand lost golf balls. The sheer vacuity of the unlived life guarantees the person will never be missed. “These people, living on borrowed emotions, stumbling through the corridors of time like shipboard drunks.… never taste life deeply enough to be either saints or sinners.”5
SEBASTIAN MOORE MADE THIS ASTONISHING CONFESSION: “IT HAS taken me thirty years to understand that the admission and forgiveness of sin is the essence of the New Testament.”
Before assigning him to a slow learners’ group, let us examine carefully our own comprehension of sin and forgiveness. To what extent are we truly reconciled to God and ourselves, and to what degree do we actually dare to live each day as forgiven men and women?
For most of us the generic confession of sinfulness comes easily—i.e., all human beings are sinners, I am human, therefore I am a sinner. A hasty examination of conscience reveals minor infractions of the Law, or what Roman Catholic locution calls “venial sins.” This vague admission of wrongdoing is necessary in order to qualify for membership in the community of the saved. But saved from what?
Our blindness to the sinfulness of the late Mother Teresa exposes our superficial understanding of the mystery of iniquity lurking within every human being. Her heroic works of charity shield us from the truth of her inner poverty as well as from our own. For if we emulate her sacrificial love in some small fashion, we are lulled into a false sense of security that persuades us that we have no need of repentance today. When the little Albanian saint humbly confessed her brokenness and her desperate need for God, we are either uncomprehending or we secretly suspect her of false modesty.
Paul Claudel once stated that the greatest sin is to lose the sense of sin. If sin is merely an aberration caused by oppressive social structures, circumstances, environment, temperament, compulsions, and upbringing, we will admit the sinful human condition but deny that we are sinners. We see ourselves as basically nice, benevolent people with minor hangups and neuroses that are the common lot of humanity. We rationalize and minimize our terrifying capacity to make peace with evil and thereby reject all that is not nice about us.
The essence of sin lies in the enormity of our self-centeredness, which denies our radical contingency and displaces the sovereignty of God with what Alan Jones calls “our sucking two-percent self.” Our fascination with power, prestige, and possessions justifies aggressive self-assertion, regardless of the damage inflicted on others. The impostor insists that looking out for Numero Uno is the only sensible posture in a dog-eat-dog world. “Those unwed mothers made their own bed,” shouts the false self. “Let them lie in it!”
The evil operative within us resides in relentless self-absorption, in what Moore calls “our inescapable narcissism of consciousness.”6 Therein lies the source of our cruelty, possessiveness, jealousy, and every species of malice. If we gloss over our selfishness and rationalize the evil within us, we can only pretend we are sinners and therefore only pretend we have been forgiven. A sham spirituality of pseudo-repentance and pseudo-bliss eventually fashions what modern psychiatry calls a borderline personality, in which appearances make up for reality.
Those who stop short of evil in themselves will never know what love is about.7 Unless and until we face our sanctimonious viciousness, we cannot grasp the meaning of the reconciliation Christ effected on Calvary’s hill.
Humility, recovering alcoholics like to say, is stark raving honesty. Recovery from the disease cannot be initiated until the deadly denial dwelling in the subterranean personality of the drunk is exposed and acknowledged. He or she must hit bottom, arrive at the moment of truth when the pain it takes to hang on to the bottle becomes much greater than the pain it takes to let go. Similarly, we cannot receive what the crucified Rabbi has to give unless we admit our plight and stretch out our hands until our arms ache.
IF WE SEARCH FOR ONE WORD TO DESCRIBE THE MISSION AND MINISTRY of Jesus Christ, reconciliation would not be a bad choice. “In other words, God in Christ was reconciling the world to himself, not holding men’s faults against them” (2 Corinthians 5:19). When Jesus said that if He be lifted up from the earth, He would draw all men and women to Himself, He is referring to His being lifted up on a crossbeam. The body of a helpless Rabbi writhing in agony and bleeding to death is the total and final reversal of our flight from ourselves. Calvary is the unbearable place where all the evil in our shabby selves tries to hold its own against God, “and thus provokes the thunder of resurrection.”8
Through His passion and death Jesus carried away the essential sickness of the human heart and broke forever the deadly grip of hypocrisy on our souls. He has robbed our loneliness of its fatal power by traveling Himself to the far reaches of loneliness (“My God, my God, why have You deserted Me?”). He has understood our ignorance, weakness, and foolishness and granted pardon to us all (“Forgive them, Father, they do not know what they are doing”). He has made His pierced heart a safe place for every defeated cynic, hopeless sinner, and self-loathing derelict across the bands of time. God reconciled all things, everything in heaven and everything on earth, when He made peace by His death on the cross (Colossians 1:20).
The Cross reveals that Jesus has conquered sin and death and that nothing, absolutely nothing, can separate us from the love of Christ. Neither the impostor nor the pharisee, neither the lack of awareness nor the lack of passion, neither the negative judgments of others nor the debased perception of ourselves, neither our scandalous past nor our uncertain future, neither the power struggles in the church nor the tensions in our marriage, nor fear, guilt, shame, self-hatred, nor even death can tear us away from the love of God, made visible in Jesus the Lord.
Listening to the faint heartbeat of the dying Rabbi is a powerful stimulus to the recovery of passion. It is a sound like no other.
The Crucified says, “Confess your sin so that I may reveal Myself to you as lover, teacher, and friend, that fear may depart and your heart can stir once again with passion.” His word is addressed both to those filled with a sense of self-importance and to those crushed with a sense of self-worthlessness. Both are preoccupied with themselves. Both claim a godlike status, because their full attention is riveted either on their prominence or their insignificance. They are isolated and alienated in their self-absorption.
The release from chronic egocentricity starts with letting Christ love them where they are. Consider John Cobb’s words:
The spiritual man can love only … when he knows himself already loved in his self-preoccupation. Only if man finds that he is already accepted in his sin and sickness, can he accept his own self-preoccupation as it is; and only then can his psychic economy be opened toward others, to accept them as they are—not in order to save himself, but because he doesn’t need to save himself. We love only because we are first loved.9
JULIAN OF NORWICH MADE THE STARTLING STATEMENT, “SIN WILL be no shame, but honor.” The lives of King David, Peter, Mary Magdalene, Paul, along with contemporary witnesses such as Etty Hillesum and Charles Colson lend support to Julian’s paradoxical statement. They all faced their capacity for evil, harnessed the power, and by grace converted it into a force for something constructive, noble, and good. This mysterious grace is the active expression of the crucified Christ who has reconciled all things in Himself, transforming even our evil impulses into part of the good.
When Jesus told us to love our enemies, He knew that His love operating in us could melt the hardened heart and make the enemy our friend. This applies supremely, H. A. Williams writes, to the enemy within. For our own worst enemy is always ourselves.
If with patience and compassion I can love that murderous man, that cruel, callous man, that possessive, envious, jealous man, that malicious man who hates his fellows, that man who is me, then I am on the way to converting him into everything that is dynamically good and lovely and generous and kind and, above all, superabundantly alive with a life that is contagious.10
As the angel who troubled the waters said to the physician, “Without your wounds where would your power be?”
A man in Australia decided that life was too hard for him to bear. However, he ruled out suicide. Instead, he bought a large corrugated iron tank and furnished it simply with the necessities of life. He hung a crucifix on the wall to remind him of the Rabbi and to help him pray. There he lived a blameless, solitary life, but with one great hardship.
Every morning and evening volleys of bullets would rip through the walls of his tank. He learned to lie on the floor to avoid being shot. Still the bullets ricocheted off the corrugated iron and the man sustained several wounds. The walls were pierced with many holes that let in the wind and the daylight and some water when the weather was wet. As he plugged up the holes, he cursed the unknown marksman. When he appealed to the police, they were not helpful, and there was little he could do on his own about the situation.
Slowly he began to use the bullet holes for positive purposes. He would gaze out through one hole or another and watch the people passing by, the children flying kites, lovers walking hand in hand, the clouds in the sky, the flight of birds, flowers in bloom, the rising of the moon. In observing these things he would forget himself.
The day came when the tank rusted and finally fell to pieces. He walked out of it with little regret. There was a man with a rifle standing outside.
“I suppose you will kill me now,” said the man who had come out of the tank. “But before you do, I would like to know one thing. Why have you been persecuting me? Why are you my enemy, when I have never done you any harm?”
The other man laid the rifle down and smiled at him. “I am not your enemy,” he said. And the man who had come out of the tank saw that there were scars on the other man’s hands and feet, and these scars were shining like the sun.11
The lives of those fully engaged in the human struggle will be riddled with bullet holes. Whatever happened in the life of Jesus is in some way going to happen to us. Wounds are necessary. The soul has to be wounded as well as the body. To think that the natural and proper state is to be without wounds is an illusion.12 Those who wear bulletproof vests protecting themselves from failure, shipwreck, and heartbreak will never know what love is. The unwounded life bears no resemblance to the Rabbi.
Shortly after I entered seminary, I went to a priest and told him about innumerable bouts of heavy drinking during my three years in the Marine Corps and how I grieved over time squandered in self-indulgence. To my surprise he smiled and said, “Rejoice and be glad. You will have a heart of compassion for those who walk that lonely road. God will use your brokenness to bless many people.” As Julian of Norwich said, “Sin will be no shame, but honor.” The dualism between good and evil is overcome by the crucified Rabbi who has reconciled all things in Himself. We need not be eaten alive by guilt. We can stop lying to ourselves. The reconciled heart says that everything that has happened to me had to happen to make me who I am—without exception.
Thomas Moore adds this insight: “Our depressions, jealousies, narcissism, and failures are not at odds with the spiritual life. Indeed, they are essential to it. When tended, they prevent the spirit from zooming off into the ozone of perfectionism and spiritual pride.”13
Does this gentle approach lead to self-complacency? One who has listened to the heartbeat of the disgraced Rabbi, spurned and avoided by men and wounded by our transgressions, would never ask such a question.
ONLY IN A RELATIONSHIP OF THE DEEPEST INTIMACY CAN WE ALLOW another person to know us as we truly are. It is difficult enough for us to live with the awareness of our stinginess and shallowness, our anxieties and infidelities, but to disclose our dark secrets to another is intolerably risky. The impostor does not want to come out of hiding. He will grab for the cosmetic kit and put on his pretty face to make himself “presentable.”
Whom can I level with? To whom can I bare my soul? Whom dare I tell that I am benevolent and malevolent, chaste and randy, compassionate and vindictive, selfless and selfish, that beneath my brave words lives a frightened child, that I dabble in religion and in pornography, that I have blackened a friend’s character, betrayed a trust, violated a confidence, that I am tolerant and thoughtful, a bigot and a blowhard, and that I really hate okra?
The greatest fear of all is that if I expose the impostor and lay bare my true self, I will be abandoned by my friends and ridiculed by my enemies.
Lately, my attention has been snagged by one verse in Isaiah: “Your salvation lay in conversion and tranquility, your strength, in complete trust” (30:15, emphasis added). Our obsession with privacy is rooted in the fear of rejection. If we sense nonacceptance, we cannot lay down the burden of sin, we can only shift the heavy suitcase from one hand to the other. Likewise, we can only lay bare our sinful hearts when we are certain of receiving forgiveness.
I cannot admit that I have done wrong, I cannot admit that I have made a huge mistake, except to someone who I know accepts me. The person who cannot admit that he is wrong is desperately insecure. At root he does not feel accepted, and so he represses his guilt, he covers his tracks. And so we get the paradox: Confession of fault requires a good self-concept. Repression of fault means a bad self-concept.14
Our salvation and our strength lie in complete trust in the Great Rabbi who broke bread with the outcast Zacchaeus. His meal-sharing with a notorious sinner was not merely a gesture of liberal tolerance and humanitarian sentiment. It embodied His mission and His message: forgiveness, peace, and reconciliation for all, without exception.
Again, the answer to the question “Who am I?” comes not from self-analysis but through personal commitment. The heart converted from mistrust to trust in the irreversible forgiveness of Jesus Christ is nothing less than a new creation, and all ambiguity about personal identity is blown away. So awesome is this supreme act of confidence in the Rabbi’s acceptance that one can only stutter and stammer about its protean, monumental importance. It is the landmark decision of life outside of which nothing has value and inside of which every relationship and achievement, every success and failure, derives its meaning. It deals a mortal blow to cynicism, self-hatred, and despair. It is a decisive “I do” to the Rabbi’s call, “Trust in the Father and trust in Me.” Sebastian Moore wrote,
The gospel confession of sin is the most generous, secure, adventurous expression of the human heart. It is the risk that is only taken in the certainty of being acceptable and accepted. It is the full and final expression of that confidence. Only to your lover do you expose your worst. To an amazed world Jesus presents a God who calls for this confession only so that he may reveal himself in a person’s depths as his lover. This confession in a context of divine acceptance releases the deepest energies of the human spirit and constitutes the gospel revolution in its essence.15
The promised peace that the world cannot give is located in being in right relationship with God. Self-acceptance becomes possible only through the radical trust in Jesus’ acceptance of me as I am. Befriending the impostor and the pharisee within marks the beginning of reconciliation with myself and the end of spiritual schizophrenia.
In the Rabbi’s embrace our evil impulses are converted and transformed into good. Just as the unbridled lust of the sinful woman in Luke’s gospel was transformed into a passion for intimacy with Jesus, so our possessiveness about money metastasizes into greed for the treasure in the field. Our inner murderer becomes capable of murdering homophobia, bigotry, and prejudice. Our vindictiveness and hatred are transformed into intolerance and rage at the caricatures of God as a petty accountant. Our chronic niceness is converted into heartfelt compassion for those who have lost their way.
And the meaning of the Rabbi’s words, “Behold, I make all things new,” becomes luminously clear.
FROM AMONG THE MANY MESSIANIC TITLES CONFERRED ON JESUS, some used by His contemporaries, others bestowed by the early church—Lord, Master, Savior, Redeemer, King, Pantocrator, Messiah—I have focused on Rabbi for two reasons.
First, as I retrace the steps down the cobbled road of my life, I remember the quality of my days before I encountered Christ. I vividly recall the emptiness I felt as I drifted aimlessly from one relationship to another, one tavern to another, seeking solace from the loneliness and boredom of my desiccated heart.
Suddenly Jesus appeared out of nowhere, and life began anew. From being a nobody who cared about nothing but my own comfort, I became somebody, a beloved disciple, who cared about people and things. His Word became “a light unto my path” (Psalm 119:105). I found a sense of direction and purpose, a reason for bounding out of bed in the morning. Jesus was my Rabbi, my Teacher. With infinite patience He illuminated the meaning of life and refreshed the weariness of my defeated days. I cannot and will not forget the Great Rabbi who led me out of darkness into daylight. He is not a refuge from reality but the Way into its depths.
Second, the title Rabbi reminds us of the essential Jewishness of Jesus and of our own Semitic origins. Abraham is our father in faith. In the realm of spirit, we are all Semites. As Paul wrote, the Jews “were adopted as sons, they were given the glory and the covenants; the Law and the ritual were drawn up for them, and the promises were made to them. They are descended from the patriarchs and from their flesh and blood came Christ who is above all” (Romans 9:4-5).
Amid the current rise of anti-Semitism around the world, I want never to forget the special status of our Jewish kinfolk. Anti-Semitism is spit on the face of our Jewish Savior. To our shame much of it is Christian spit.
A Jew of our own generation wrote gently but firmly: “We [Jews] must … question, in the light of the Bible, whether the message of the Old Testament which the New Testament claims has been fulfilled, has in fact been fulfilled in history, in the history lived and suffered by us and our ancestors. And here, my dear Christian readers, we must give a negative reply. We can see no kingdom and no peace and no redemption.”16
The tear-stained face of the Rabbi is ever before my eyes as I contemplate our unchristian past toward our Jewish brothers and sisters. As Burghardt suggests, we need a fresh theology of Judaism and its destiny. We need more dialogue, more interfaith worship and communion. We need to meditate on the words of Shylock in Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice (here we can include any group of oppressed people): “Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions? Is not a Jew fed with the same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the same diseases, healed by the same means, warmed and cooled by the same winter and summer, as a Christian is? If you prick him, does he not bleed? If you tickle him, does he not laugh? If you poison him, does he not die?”
Calling Jesus Rabbi stirs our sensitivity to both His and our solidarity with the sons and daughters of Abraham as well as the sons and daughters of shame.
THE BRIDE IN THE SONG OF SONGS SAYS, “I SLEEP, BUT MY HEART IS awake. I hear my Beloved knocking. ‘Open to me, my sister, my love, my dove, my perfect one….’ My beloved thrust his hand through the hole in the door; I trembled to the core of my being. Then I rose to open to my Beloved, myrrh ran off my hands, pure myrrh off my fingers on to the handle of the bolt” (5:2, 4-5).
The ragtag cabal of disciples who have caught the spirit of the bride, opened the door to Jesus, reclined at the table, and listened to His heartbeat will experience at least four things.17
First, listening to the Rabbi’s heartbeat is immediately a Trinitarian experience. The moment you press your ear against His heart, you instantly hear Abba’s footsteps in the distance. I do not know how this happens. It just does. It is a simple movement from intellectual cognition to experiential awareness that Jesus and the Father are one in the Holy Spirit, the bond of infinite tenderness between Them. Without reflection or premeditation the cry, “Abba, I belong to You,” rises spontaneously from the heart. The awareness of being sons and daughters in the Son dawns deep in our souls, and Jesus’ unique passion for the Father catches fire within us. In the Abba experience we prodigals, no matter how bedraggled, beat-up, or burnt out, are overcome by a Paternal fondness of such depth and tenderness that it beggars speech. As our hearts beat in rhythm with the Rabbi’s heart, we come to experience a graciousness, a kindness, a compassionate caring that surpasses our understanding. “That is the enigma of the gospel: How can the Transcendent Other be so incredibly near, so unreservedly loving?”18 We have only one explanation—the Teacher says that is the way He is.
Second, we realize that we are not alone on the Yellow Brick Road. Traffic is heavy. Fellow travelers are everywhere. It isn’t just me and Jesus anymore. The road is dotted with the moral and the immoral, the beautiful and the grungy, friends and enemies, people who help us and those who hinder us, bank guards and bank robbers—human beings of bewildering complexity and diversity. And the Rabbi’s word, of course, is to love each person along the way. What we do to them, we do to Him.
We have known this all along.
Early on in Sunday school or catechism class, we learned the Golden Rule: “Always treat others as you would like them to treat you” (Matthew 7:12). Yet our melancholy marriages, dysfunctional families, splintered churches, and loveless neighborhoods indicate that we have not learned well.
“Learning by heart” is another matter entirely. The rhythm of relentless tenderness in the Rabbi’s heart makes loving terribly personal, terribly immediate, and terribly urgent. He says, “I give you a new commandment; it is My commandment; it is all I command you: Love one another as I have loved you.” Only compassion and forgiveness count. Love is the key to everything. Living and loving are one.
Heart speaks to heart. The Rabbi implores, “Don’t you understand that discipleship is not about being right or being perfect or being efficient? It’s all about the way you live with each other.” In every encounter we either give life or we drain it. There is no neutral exchange. We enhance human dignity, or we diminish it. The success or failure of a given day is measured by the quality of our interest and compassion toward those around us. We define ourselves by our response to human need. The question is not how we feel about our neighbor but what we have done for him or her. We reveal our heart in the way we listen to a child, speak to the person who delivers mail, bear an injury, and share our resources with the indigent.
An old anecdote is told about a farm boy whose one skill was finding lost donkeys. When asked how he did this, he answered, “I just figured out where I would go if I was a jackass, and there it was.” Turning this in a more positive direction, listening to the Rabbi’s heartbeat, the disciple hears where Jesus would be in any given situation, and there He is.
Third, when we recline at the table with Jesus we will learn that the recovery of passion is intimately connected with the discovery of the passion of Jesus.
An extraordinary transaction takes place between Jesus and Peter on the Tiberian seashore. The most plaintive words ever spoken take the form of a heart-stopping question: “Do you love Me?” As we lay aside our fuzzy distractions and actively listen, we hear the suffering cry of a God never heard of before. What is going on here? No deity of any world religion has ever condescended to inquire how we feel about that god. The pagan gods fired thunderbolts to remind peons who was in charge. The Rabbi in whom infinity dwells asks if we care about Him. The Jesus who died a bloody, God-forsaken death that we might live, is asking if we love Him!
The etymological root of “passion” is the Latin verb passere, “to suffer.” The passion of Jesus in His dialogue with Peter is “the voluntary laying oneself open to another and allowing oneself to be intimately affected by him; that is to say the suffering of passionate love.”19
The vulnerability of God in permitting Himself to be affected by our response, the heartbreak of Jesus as He wept over Jerusalem for not receiving Him, are utterly astounding. Christianity consists primarily not in what we do for God but in what God does for us—the great, wondrous things that God dreamed up and achieved for us in Christ Jesus. When God comes streaming into our lives in the power of His Word, all He asks is that we be stunned and surprised, let our mouths hang open, and begin to breathe deeply.
The recovery of passion is intimately connected with astonishment. We are swept up by the overwhelming force of mystery. Self-consciousness evaporates in the presence of what Rudolph Otto called “mysterium tremendum.” The transcendent God overtakes us and overcomes us. Such an experience may wash over our consciousness like a gentle tide saturating the mind and heart in a tranquil spirit of profound adoration. Awe, wonder, and amazement induce speechless humility. We have a brief glimpse of the God we never dreamed existed.
Or we may be hammered by what the Hebrew tradition calls the Kabod Yahweh, the crushing majesty of God. A deep, chilling stillness invades the inner sanctum of the soul. The awareness dawns that God is totally Other. The gulf between Creator and creature is unbridgeable. We are specks of sand on a beach of infinite expanse. We are in the magisterial presence of God. Stripped of our credentials of independence, our executive swagger disappears. Living in the wisdom of accepted tenderness is no longer adequate. God’s name is Mercy.
Faith stirs, and our fear and trembling find their voice once more. In worship we move into the tremendous poverty that is the adoration of God. We have moved from the Upper Room where John laid his head on the breast of Jesus to the book of Revelation where the beloved disciple fell prostrate before the Lamb of God.
Wise men and women have long held that happiness lies in being yourself without inhibitions. Let the Great Rabbi hold you silently against His heart. In learning who He is, you will find out who you are: Abba’s child in Christ our Lord.
INTERNALIZING THE BOOK: GUIDE FOR GROUP STUDY
THERE ARE TWO WAYS TO READ A BOOK AND I HAVE USED BOTH. The first way is an external reading in order to gather information which I will employ as an aid to write a sermon, to lead a discussion, to quote in a book I am writing, to support my position in a debate, or to determine whether this particular book would be helpful to a seeker or a struggling friend.
The second way is an internal reading in order to experience the content and to personalize the God described within its pages. This approach requires that I read slowly, frequently pause to meditate on the paragraph or page just read, and sometimes to read the entire book a second time. I seek transformation more than information, and the time devoted to the task is soaked in prayer.
I have learned through personal experience that sharing insights and reflections with a small group in a prayerful setting is an invaluable help. When circumstances do not allow for such a gathering, the Holy Spirit will not leave you an orphan. Thus, I present the following guide for group or individual use.
Chapter One—Come Out of Hiding
Begin with five minutes of silent prayer, becoming aware in faith of the Indwelling Presence and humbly asking the Spirit to speak to your heart through Scripture, personal reflection, and the insights of others.
Let one of the group read aloud Romans 7:14-25. Then focus on the following questions for personal reflection and group interaction.
1. After an experience of personal failure, have I beaten myself up with words like “jerk, stupid, hypocrite, loser, I’m so ashamed I’d like to crawl in a hole” and then projected my own feelings onto God, assuming that He feels the same way about me? What role have low self-esteem and self-rejection played in my relationship with Jesus? Illustrate with examples.
2. Faith is the courage to accept acceptance. Have I had the courage to come out of hiding, to share with raw honesty where I am and trust that Jesus accepts me in my brokenness?
Chapter Two—The Impostor
Begin with five minutes of silent prayer, becoming aware in faith of the Indwelling Presence and humbly asking the Spirit to speak to your heart through Scripture, personal reflection, and the insights of others.
Let one of the group read aloud Mark 8:34-36. Then focus on the following question for personal reflection and group interaction.
1. Describe in some detail the two most prominent disguises your impostor has worn in recent years. What manifestation of the false self are you coping with at the present moment? Self-acceptance goes a-begging until the impostor is acknowledged and accepted. What is denied cannot be healed. Have you embraced your false self, introduced him/her to Jesus, and observed the little rascal beginning to shrink? Have you tagged him/her with a nickname?
Chapter Three—The Beloved
Begin with five minutes of silent prayer, becoming aware in faith of the Indwelling Presence and humbly asking the Spirit to speak to your heart through Scripture, personal reflection, and the insights of others.
Let one of the group read aloud John 17:23, 26. Then focus on the following meditation and question for personal reflection and group interaction.
Jesus prayed to Abba thus: “that you may love them as you have loved me… so that your love for me may live in them.” Does it seem outrageous and incredible, does it even sound blasphemous that Abba loves you just as much as He loves Jesus? But that is precisely what this biblical passage says. I love some people more than others; for example, I love Binky 90 percent, Winky 50 percent, and Stinky 20 percent. Abba cannot do that. If we think that Abba measures His love based on our achievements, we are thinking not of Abba but of ourselves. We have love. God is love. His love is not a dimension of Himself: It is His whole self. Even a vague intuition of this truth allows us to see the impossibility of Abba loving Jesus 100 percent, Mother Teresa 70 percent, and you 10 percent. If He could, Abba would not be God.
1. Do you define yourself radically as Abba’s beloved child? If not, why not? If so, why so?
Chapter Four—Abba’s Child
Begin with five minutes of silent prayer, becoming aware in faith of the Indwelling Presence and humbly asking the Spirit to speak to your heart through Scripture, personal reflection, and the insights of others.
Let one of the group read aloud Matthew12:17-21 and Galatians 5:6. Then focus on the following meditation and questions for personal reflection and group interaction.
1. The truest test of our faith is how we live with each other day by day. Do I give life to others or do I drain life from others through my negativity? In my relationships do I leave a person feeling a little better or a little worse? Am I in the habit of offering to others what they need most for their lives—a word of encouragement? Let each person in the group share one experience of depriving a person and one experience of affirming one.
2. Describe concretely how living one day at a time in the wisdom of accepted tenderness affects your prayer life and your interaction with family members.
Chapter Five—The Pharisee and the Child
Begin with five minutes of silent prayer, becoming aware in faith of the Indwelling Presence and humbly asking the Spirit to speak to your heart through Scripture, personal reflection, and the insights of others.
Let one of the group read aloud Matthew 18:1-4. Then focus on the following meditation and questions for personal reflection and group interaction.
1. How long does a child hold a grudge, nurture a bitter memory, carry resentment, or harbor hatred in his/her heart? One afternoon while jogging, I saw two seven-year-olds get into a fight. Being a true instrument of peace, I ducked into a doorway to watch the outcome. The heavier boy soon mastered the skinny kid, pinned his wrists to the ground, and asked, “Give up?” The vanquished surrendered. A minute later while dusting off their pants, the victor said, “Wanna piece of my bubble gum?” The vanquished said, “Yeah,” and they went off down the street arm in arm.
Trusting that what is said in the group stays in the group, share with complete candor your struggles with resentments, anger, hardheartedness, and unforgiveness. Ask the group to pray over you for the grace to forgive yourself and anyone who has wounded you.
2. The inner Pharisee is judgmental; the inner child is nonjudgmental. The latter is free to express feelings while the Pharisee represses them. Realizing that tomorrow may never come, is there anything you would like to say to any member or members of the group? Bon courage.
Chapter Six—Present Risenness
Begin with five minutes of silent prayer, becoming aware in faith of the Indwelling Presence and humbly asking the Spirit to speak to your heart through Scripture, personal reflection, and the insights of others.
Let one of the group read aloud John 15:1-5. Then focus on the following meditation and question for personal reflection and group interaction.
1. The great Southern writer Eudora Welty once explained the raison d’etre of her short stories and novels: “My wish, my continuing passion, would be not to point the finger in judgment but to part a curtain, that invisible shadow that falls between people, the veil of indifference to each other’s presence, each other’s wonder, each other’s human plight.”
The veil of indifference to the present risenness of Jesus among many Christians is a bewildering mystery. These folks, living on borrowed emotions, stumbling through the corridors of time like shipboard drunks, never taste life deeply enough to be either saints or sinners. Share from personal experience your daily efforts to stay centered, to overcome busyness and self-absorption in order to remain aware of the risen Christ abiding within you. Consciousness of Jesus immediately becomes an Abba experience because He and the Father are one. Describe the nature of the spontaneous prayer that wells up within at such moments.
Chapter Seven—The Recovery of Passion
Begin with five minutes of silent prayer, becoming aware in faith of the Indwelling Presence and humbly asking the Spirit to speak to your heart through Scripture, personal reflection, and the insights of others.
Let one of the group read aloud John 13:23-25. Then focus on the following meditation and questions for personal reflection and group interaction.
1. The story of the old man who, as he lay dying, rested his head on the empty chair has been preached by pastors in little congregations of sixty members, by a youth pastor to a crowd of teenagers at a music festival at Wembley Stadium in London, by Bill Hybels to his 20,000-plus community in Willow Creek, Illinois; it has been quoted, rewritten, retold, and embellished in tiny hamlets and large cities. What stirs within you when you read this story? Does it express the cry in your heart for intimate belonging? Or does it embarrass you? One of the cardinal rules of prayer is: Pray as you can, don’t pray as you can’t. Share with the group the kind of praying you are most comfortable with. Remember the only way to fail in prayer is not to show up.
2. Passion means “to be affected by.” Boredom, monotony, the ordinariness of life, the routine of doing the same things over and over that never stay done, taking your partner for granted, peaking in a chosen career, attending a church where the preaching is feeble and the worship is lifeless, any or all of these things can wear down the body and deplete the spirit. Share with the group what you are deeply affected by. If you are stuck without passion and feeling yucky, let the group into your emptiness and allow them to reassure you that you are not alone.
Chapter Eight—Fortitude and Fantasy
Begin with five minutes of silent prayer, becoming aware in faith of the Indwelling Presence and humbly asking the Spirit to speak to your heart through Scripture, personal reflection, and the insights of others.
Let one of the group read aloud Matthew 14:22-23. Since there are a number of themes in this chapter, such as authority and service, the poverty of uniqueness, being and doing, and so forth, the group may decide to ignore the following questions and to focus on issues more immediate and relevant to your life situations.
1. Lacking a lively awareness of my core identity as Abba’s child, it is relatively easy to become enslaved to the approval and disapproval of others. Jesus reproved the Pharisees for looking to one another for approval. Share with the group the snares and pitfalls you have experienced—flattery of peers, people-pleasing, name-dropping, manipulation, excessive friendliness—in order to gain the esteem of others. Next, give an example or two of the occasions when you refused to be intimidated and spoke the truth in your heart, fully aware that you would incur the wrath or disfavor of significant others.
2. Fascination with the date of the end of the world has spawned an industry of best-selling books, rapturous bumper stickers, tapes, sermons, T-shirts, and key chains. The number of books written on death is paltry in comparison. Does the sober advice, “keep your own death before your eyes each day,” strike you as morbid or as a gentle reminder that all the unspoken words of affection may never be spoken if you do not speak them today? Share your feelings about your own personal end-time.
Chapter Nine—The Rabbi’s Heartbeat
Begin with five minutes of silent prayer becoming aware in faith of the Indwelling Presence and humbly asking the Spirit to speak to your heart through Scripture, personal reflection, and through the insights of others.
Let one of the group read aloud John 14:23, John 15:4, and 1 Corinthians 6:19. Then focus on the following meditation and question for personal reflection and group interaction.
1. Yo-Yo Ma, acclaimed as the greatest classical cellist of our era, was told by his mentor at age nineteen, “You have not yet found your sound.” Yo-Yo (his name in Chinese means “friend”) was stunned. His technical genius was unrivaled at the time; it was simply incomprehensible that he still had not found his own unique sound. “It will take at least ten years,” said his mentor. Eleven years later, after learning love and generosity through marriage and children and holding conversations in his mind with dead classical composers, Yo-Yo at last found his sound.
After reading the manuscript of my fifth book, A Stranger to Self-Hatred, my first publisher, Tom Coffey said, “I believe you have found your voice.” After reading this book, share your final reflections. Have you found your sound, your voice, your true self? Has Abba’s Child reinforced an identity you have already claimed? How will your awareness of your belovedness affect your relations with family, friends, and strangers?
Stand, join hands, pray the Lord’s Prayer, and share with one another the sign of peace.
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CHAPTER 1
The Second Summons
For twenty-two years I have been trying to make my Christian identity the most important enterprise of my life. The old saw “Tell me how you distribute your time and your money, and I’ll tell you who you are” gives me a guarded assurance that I have not been deceiving myself. Despite moments of weakness, obvious imperfections, moral relapses, and moments of selfishness, the overall tenor of my life has been fidelity to the truth as I understand it.
Jesus Christ is the truth for me. His Word influences my judgment, affects the decisions I make and the ones I refuse to make. His truth has helped me determine what is central in life and what is secondary, what is important and less important, what is crucial and what is marginal, fringe, peripheral. But is He real? Have I been “carrying coals to Newcastle”? Does rhetoric match reality? I have one life to live, and I want to live it to the hilt. Am I overcome by routine, perfunctory prayers, the ordinariness of life, by daily duties done over and over again? I trundle off to the desert to reexamine the direction of my life.
And the Lord summons me a second time. In the chastening solitude of the Pennsylvania hills, He extends a second invitation: “I want you to accept My Father’s love.” I answered, “But I know that. It’s old hat. I’ve come up to this deserted place seeking new insight. I’m in a fit of fervor, red-hot, wide open. I’ll listen to anything You have to say. Go ahead, Lord, dazzle me. Lay a new word on me. I know the old one.”
And He answers, “That’s just what you don’t know—the old one. You have no idea of how much I love you. The moment you think you understand is the moment that you do not understand. I am God, not man. You travel the world telling others about Me—that I am a loving God. Your words are glib. How readily they roll off your tongue. My words are written in the blood of My only Son. The next time you preach of My life with such obnoxious familiarity, I may come and blow your prayer meeting apart. When you come at Me with your pedantic professionalism, I will expose you as a rank amateur. When you try to persuade others that you understand what you are talking about, I will reduce you to silence and hurl you flat on your face! You claim that you know that I love you. Then gird your loins like a man. Now I will question you, and you tell Me the answers.
“Do you know that every time you tell Me you love Me, I say thank you?
“When a fear-filled child comes to you in the darkness of a thunderstorm and asks with tear-streaked face, ‘Are you still here? Will you stay with me until it’s light? Are you disgusted with me because I’m little and afraid? Are you going to give me away?’ and you are grieved and saddened over the child’s lack of trust, do you realize that you do the same thing to Me? Or don’t you believe that I am at least as sensitive a father as you?
“Do you understand the word of My Son: ‘I do nothing by myself. I do only what I see my Father doing’ (John 8:28)? Who do you think first wept over Jerusalem when they refused to receive My own Son?
“Do you claim to know what We shared when Jesus withdrew to a mountaintop and spent the night with Me alone? Do you know whence came the inspiration to wash the feet of the Twelve? Or is that below My dignity, distant Oriental magistrate that I am? Do you understand that motivated by love alone your God became your slave in the Upper Room? Remember, ‘I do only what I see my Father doing.’
“Have you grappled with the core question of your faith, which is not ‘Is Jesus God-like?’ but ‘Is God Jesus-like?’ Do you comprehend that all the attitudes, values, qualities, and characteristics of My Son are Mine; that he who sees Jesus sees Me, His Father?
“Were you grieved by the divine command to Abraham that he slay his only begotten son Isaac on Mount Moriah? Were you relieved when the angel intervened, Abraham’s hand was stayed, and the sacrifice was not carried out? Have you forgotten that on Good Friday no angel intervened, that sacrifice was carried out, and it was not the heart of Abraham that was broken?
“When your friend loses a child temporarily in death, do you go to the funeral home and grieve with him and try to comfort him? When was the last time you grieved with Me and tried to comfort Me on Good Friday? Do you know that My heart was broken on that dark day? That I am your Father, that I feel as much as you?
“Are you aware that I had to raise Jesus from the dead on Easter morning because My love is everlasting? That I could not bear the thought of eternity without the presence of My only begotten? Are you serenely confident that I will raise you, too, My adopted son?
“But of course you are aware of all these things. Was it not you who just told Me that it is all old hat, that you know that I love you?”
What is the quality of my faith commitment? Is there movement and development? Is it alive and growing? Faith is a real, personal relationship with Jesus of Nazareth. Like any human love affair, it can never be static, exhausted, terminal, settled. When Scripture, the Eucharist, and ministry become routine, they are moribund. When the Father’s love is taken for granted, we paint Him into a corner and rob Him of the opportunity to love us in new and surprising ways. Then faith begins to shrivel and shrink. When I become so spiritually sophisticated that “Abba” is old hat, then the Father has been had, Jesus has been tamed, the Spirit has been domesticated, and the Pentecostal fire has been extinguished. Evangelical faith is the antithesis of cozy, comfortable piety. Faith means you want growing intimacy with Jesus Christ. Cost what it may, you want to want nothing else. The moment I conclude that I can now cope with the awesome love of God, I am dead. I could more easily contain the Gulf of Mexico in a shot glass than I can comprehend the wild, uncontainable love of God.
If our faith is going to be criticized, let it be for the right reasons. Not because we are too emotional but because we are not emotional enough. Not because our passions are so powerful but because they are so puny. Not because we are too affectionate but because we lack a deep, passionate, undivided love for the person of Jesus Christ.
As I write this, I am making a thirty-day silent directed retreat in the snow-covered hills of Pennsylvania. Thanks to my spiritual director, one word has sounded and resounded in my heart this month. Jesus did not say this on Calvary, though He could have, but He is saying it now: “I’m dying to be with you. I’m really dying to be with you.” It was as if He were summoning me a second time. I sensed that what I thought I knew was straw. I had barely glimpsed, I hadn’t dreamed of what His love could be. His Word drove me deeper into solitude, seeking not the gift of tongues, healing, prophecy or a good religious experience each time I prayed but simply understanding, a knowledgeable grip on “the breadth and length and height and depth of Christ’s love and experience this love which surpasses all knowledge” (Ephesians 3:18-19).
Perhaps the most fundamental religious question I can ask myself today is: Do I really believe the Good News of Jesus Christ? Do I hear His word spoken to my heart: “Shalom, be at peace. I understand your fears, your failures, your brokenness. I don’t expect you to be perfect. I have been there. All is well. You have My love. You don’t have to pay for it and you can’t deserve it. I expect more failure from you than you expect from yourself. You only have to open and receive it. You only have to say yes to my love—a love beyond anything you can intellectualize or imagine”?
Father, because I am loved
and I love
I don’t have to
explain myself to you.
I don’t have to
excuse myself to you.
I don’t have to
abase myself before you.
You know all about me,
and you call me friend.
You call me your delight.
You call me your beloved.
Because I am loved
and I love
I need not lie prostrate
on my face before you.
I am free to run
into the circle of your waiting arms,
to enter the fullness of your embrace,
to be held
safely
strongly
securely
against your heart.
Because I am loved
and I love
I don’t have to worry
about my response or lack of it.
I don’t have to struggle
with my desire to understand.
I don’t have to wrestle
with my feeling of unworthiness.
All I have to do is
be still,
stay close
and let you love me
into wholeness.
Father, sometimes
it’s the hardest thing
in the world
just to be still,
stay close
and let you love me.
But because I am loved
and I love,
I try.
Here I am, Father.
Still, for once.
Closer than I’ve ever been.
Waiting.
Accepting.
Wanting.
Love me, Father.