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WHEN MY MOM DIED a few years ago, just before I wrote the first draft of this book—she had just turned seventy-three but was not yet “old”—I found myself even more forlorn than I had expected. What kind of world is it where one doesn’t have one’s mother to talk to? I continually think of things that I wish to tell her and then realize, once again, that she’s no longer alive in this world.1

Then there is also my own experience of aging, with some mounting and fairly serious physical problems and disabilities and with hoped-for things that now may never come to be in my life. Of course, I should be immensely grateful, not only for the blessings of my mother’s life—including the extraordinary blessing of her strong faith, hope, and love in facing her death—but also for the countless blessings that I personally have received. And yet the future does not seem to be what it once was!

This darkened outlook is a mistake. The future is God himself: the new creation will share in the trinitarian life of unfathomably glorious wisdom and self-surrendering love, and all the blessed will radiate charity and joy: “Night shall be no more . . . for the Lord God will be their light, and they shall reign for ever and ever” (Rev 22:5). This hope for eternal life bears strongly on the present.

Nevertheless, I cannot help but recall St. Marie de l’Incarnation’s remark about “how it is possible that one’s body can be so close to God and one’s spirit so far from him.”2 She had her own reasons for making this remark, but for me her insight indicates an experience of aging. Bodily I press on toward eternity (toward God himself) due to the accumulation of years, but spiritually I foolishly press in the other direction, back toward my younger years or toward youthful illusions, resisting giving myself to God and resisting the path that his providence has marked out for me. Dorothy Day warns against this spiritual temptation. She wrote to her friend Catherine de Hueck Doherty, “I was thinking, how as one gets older, we are tempted to sadness, knowing life as it is here on earth, the suffering, the cross. And how we must overcome it daily, growing in love, and the joy which goes with loving.”3

This brings me to the central topic of this book: why I am Catholic. I am Catholic primarily because of the deep yearning and existential need to which Catholicism responds by offering joyous union with Christ in communion with those who love him. I yearn to see the Creator God face to face, to share in his life. I yearn to be among the blessed who are filled with love, mercy, and friendship. Because of this yearning, I know that I need a merciful Savior. Like Paul, all too often “I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do” (Rom 7:19). Paul speaks for me when he cries out, “Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?” (Rom 7:24)—and also when he answers, “Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” (Rom 7:25). Thanks be to God through our Lord Jesus Christ for the gift of Christ’s Catholic Church. I rejoice in the body of Christ that receives his medicine for sin and death and that shares even now in the glorious life and love of Jesus. As St. Sophronios of Jerusalem prays,


May we all—ordering ourselves as we should, brightening ourselves by divine repentance, and binding ourselves together by the bond of love—reap the pleasures and the splendor of that kingdom, and receive the ageless life that does not come to an end, in Christ Jesus our Lord, to whom, along with God the Father and the all-holy Spirit, be glory, honor, power, greatness and praise for ever.4



I return often in this book to “the sufferings of this present time” and to “our weakness” (Rom 8:18, 26). Let me therefore preface the book with a strong affirmation of earthly life. I love God’s good creation and the people in my life: my wife and children, my brother and father and in-laws, my friends across the United States and abroad, a sudden smile of love and joy, sunrise and sunset, a good novel, the wildflowers of Switzerland, raspberries picked straight from the bush, morning at my late grandpa’s orchard, the smell of the deep woods, my wife’s beautiful face.

I love being a Catholic: Ash Wednesday marked by the cross of ashes on the forehead, the priest lighting the Easter candle by the fire on a chilly Saturday evening, reading and praying with the saints, daily Bible reading, the sacrifice of the Mass, eucharistic adoration, the crucifix, the Benedictines and Franciscans and Dominicans and Jesuits, monasteries and abbeys, the homilies of a faithful priest, vestments and incense, nightly rosary and liturgy of the hours.

Yet, I am among those who are “strangers and exiles on the earth”; I am “seeking a homeland”; I “desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one” (Heb 11:13-14, 16). St. Isidore of Seville argues that Solomon’s purpose in the Song of Songs is as follows: “He reveals the unity of Christ and the church in the likeness of the bridegroom and bride, and arousing the soul to the love of heavenly things he incites her to attain to union with God.”5 My heart leaps at this prospect. In my best moments, I can say with St. Elisabeth of Schönau that “I hunger and thirst for the kingdom of God more than for any other food or drink”—a hunger and thirst that is rooted in love of God and neighbor here and now, directed toward liberation from sin and death and the salvation of souls.6

Sometimes, however, I think about the buffet at Aroma Indian restaurant during Mass! Put otherwise, all too often I fail to apply to my own life what I know is true. St. Francis Xavier warns young theologians, “I fear that many who study in the universities study more to obtain honors, benefices, or bishoprics.”7 Lord, may I never be someone who sacrifices your truth for the safety of a salary or for any other reason; and I ask pardon for every instance in which I have done so.

I wonder whether I easily feel like a stranger and an exile seeking a homeland partly because I have moved so frequently during my life. In fact, before coming to teach at Mundelein Seminary, I had never lived more than five straight years in any one city. Moving to a new city at age thirty-eight, and again at age forty-two (eleven years ago now), made it difficult for me as an introvert to form new deep friendships. The few deeper friendships that I have formed during my time in Chicagoland have had to endure my friends eventually moving away to take up other important jobs and tasks.

Thus, when my mom died, I felt somewhat sorry for myself, envying people who could turn to their foundation of deep local friendships to deal with crises such as the death of a mother. When I was trying to come to terms with my mother’s death, I was helped by reading evangelical Christian Allie Beth Stuckey’s book You’re Not Enough (and That’s Okay).8 She emphasizes that only God is enough for us. She concludes that learning to love God should be our main goal in this world, because God is love. This is not a flight from this world, since real love spurs one to care for others.

Stuckey’s book struck a forceful nerve for me: Where am I seeking my enough? She makes clear that this world is never going to be enough, just as I’m not enough. Once I reset my sights on God in Christ—which I try to do each day, asking God for renewed conversion of heart—so many blessings shine through!

One of these blessings is something that I am going to highlight in this book on why I am Catholic. This blessing is the communion of the saints, who even after death are alive and active in Christ, sharing in the communion of love that animates his whole body. The apostle Paul calls all believers “saints.” But we all know that there are and have been uniquely sanctified men and women, filled with wisdom and love of God. These saints have walked this earth as brothers and sisters in Christ, imitating his selfless love, while also, of course, sinning, repenting, and seeking God anew. The saints are those who, through the grace of the Holy Spirit, have truly learned that only God is enough.

Learning this truth and living it is the foundation of purity of heart. Carthusian abbot Guigo II praises the soul that “humbles itself and betakes itself to prayer, saying: Lord, you are not seen except by the pure of heart.”9 The saints reveal precious evidence of what it is like to be pure of heart, by Christ’s grace. Something in them—it differs for each saint—testifies that their minds, hearts, and bodies have in their earthly lives been given over to God. St. Gregory of Narek praises the “unquenchable desire” of the saints for the “attainment of God’s glory,” the kingdom of God.10 In communion with Christ and his holy people, we are called this very day to “walk in newness of life” (Rom 6:4).

In explaining why I am Catholic, I will at every opportunity call on the saints, “so great a cloud of witnesses” (Heb 12:1). Prepare for lots of quotations from them. My hope is that the reality of their ongoing presence in the church will come across in this book. In quoting them, I generally do not introduce who they are because I do not want to place them merely in the past; instead I put their biographical information in a footnote. In this book, they are an abundant chorus of living voices, friends and mentors in the communion of Christ’s church.

For example, partly because I suffer from physical difficulties, I love to think of St. Mechthild of Hackeborn and her relationship with Christ. Burdened by the pain of headaches that would not go away and prevented her from sleeping, she “lost as her customary grace and sweetness” and “became so depressed that, whenever she cried out in misery for God, her lover, the sound could be heard throughout the monastery.” Yet Christ did not abandon her. Rather, in due time, “the gracious Lord, who is always near to those who are troubled in heart, flooded her with such abundant consolation and sweetness that she would lie with her eyes shut, like a dead woman, from matins to prime and again from prime until none—lost in the enjoyment of God.”11

Also, as someone who writes a lot, I take joy in hearing the voices of theologians, especially those who lived through difficult times of corruption in the church and whose work was left unfinished—as the work of praising God must always be. Theologian Peter Lombard asks, with regard to the sacrament of penance, “whether those who do not complete their penance in this life will pass through the fire to complete there, as it were, what they have left unfinished here.”12 He is speaking of purgatory, but there is a kind of penance in seeing how much of what one hoped to say must remain unfinished in this life, whether owing to lack of ability or to other limitations!

The present book, then, is an unfinished meditation on my Catholic life. As I draw on the work of God-centered saints and theologians from across the centuries, I will tell something of my own experiences and reasons for being Christian (rather than non-Christian) and for being Catholic (rather than another kind of Christian). I try to follow the guidance of St. Gregory Palamas when he urges, “Our eyes must acquire a gentle glance, attractive to others, and conveying the mercy from on high. . . . Our ears must be attentive to the divine instructions.”13

What the saints generally speak about is the triune God and his glory, in relation to our diverse and grace-filled paths to God in Christ. Having received a mystical vision in which she saw benches containing cloths of gold, St. Lucia Brocadelli learned from God the meaning of the vision: the divine “glory is prepared equally for each soul of those who wish to come, from the one who has [much] to the other one with less.”14 For his part, St. Albert the Great suggests that the whole of Catholic life is eucharistic and eschatological. St. Albert teaches that strengthened by the Eucharist, believers “walk the forty days and forty nights doing penance through the whole desert of their world until we come to the mountain of divine visitation and vision,” namely, eternal life in the dwelling place of God, the new creation.15

Hoping for eternal life, in which God will be all in all, I have a devotion to the cross. St. Ambrose glories in the redemptive exchange that Christ accomplished on the cross: “He received wounds, and He donated the heavenly kingdom. Having become the sin of all men, He washed away the sins of the human race.”16 This redemptive exchange really is amazing, enabling us to share in the triune life even while remaining creatures. Thus, Pierre de Bérulle speaks of the “school of love,” and he rejoices about one who has entered this school, “O life, constantly lively and unique through the love of Jesus; constantly lively and sublime, whether longing for or possessing Jesus!”17 United to the Passover of Christ, let us seek the mountain of divine vision and the heavenly kingdom “through the knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and excellence” (2 Pet 1:3).

I have structured this book in six steps, which admittedly contain some overlap and repetition. The first chapter addresses why I am a Christian. For me, this is not simply a matter of explaining that I have been a Christian ever since I can remember. I grew up as a Quaker, attending silent meeting and seeking interior peace and world peace. I was not raised in a setting where belief that God exists or that Jesus is God or that Jesus rose from the dead was normal, although my mother gradually came to believe these things. Chapter one briefly articulates the reasons that led me to Christian faith in my early twenties.

Chapter two examines why, when I became a Christian, I became a Catholic. I knew almost immediately that I had to become a Catholic, and I did not give too much attention to discerning among the alternatives. This was fortunate in a way, because it meant that I did not have to go through a process of rejecting Protestant and Orthodox standpoints. Even so, theological questions were important to me, then as now. The chapter therefore treats the papacy, the Virgin Mary, the Eucharist, and marriage. I should note that prior to becoming a Catholic, I first briefly explored Christianity by attending the Methodist church in downtown Chapel Hill, North Carolina, for a few months after leaving the Chapel Hill Quaker Meeting. At the time (1993), this particular Methodist church had a pastor who was an amazing preacher. His sermons focused on showing how our everyday experience should awaken us to a yearning for Christ and God.

While I understand the rationale for the phrase “Roman Catholic,” contemporary Catholics do not call ourselves “Roman Catholic.” The Catechism of the Catholic Church, for example, is not titled “Roman Catholic Church.” Certainly, maintaining communion with the bishop of Rome is necessary, and the bishop of Rome has a crucial role in preserving unity in faith and morals, despite the papacy’s various stumblings over the course of history. But I have a number of Eastern-rite Catholic friends (e.g., Byzantine Catholics, Maronite Catholics), and they are obviously just as Catholic as I am. When Protestants and Orthodox speak of Rome, meaning the Catholic Church—or when people speak of the Roman Catholic Church as though the Catholic Church does not include the Eastern-rite Catholics or as though local dioceses make no difference—I find this to be a misleading shorthand.

The third chapter presents some things that I have found especially beneficial about being Catholic. I describe the way in which being Catholic helped me to understand my mother’s death from within the eucharistic liturgy. I show how my experience of Catholic practices, such as the sacrament of reconciliation, has helped in living out my identity as a sinner in need of Christ. To be prompted to reach out to Christ is indeed one of the greatest gifts one could receive. I also discuss divine providence and the nature of marriage in God’s providential plan. Being Catholic has helped me to anticipate the fullness of the marriage of God and creation at the end of time, when Christ will come in glory.

The fourth chapter explores what I have found difficult about being Catholic. I also set forth in this chapter what I have found difficult about being Christian, since many of the difficulties about being Catholic are difficulties shared with other Christians. For example, the existential situation of being a sinner (even if a repentant one) makes being a Catholic difficult. Sinners get impatient, and following Christ requires patience. Sinners also sin, and who wants to wound oneself, one’s family, and the whole mystical body, as every sin does? Conversion stories about Catholic life can be misleading. It is not true that everything bad comes prior to conversion, whereas, once safely in the church, the ensuing years are purity and light. The church is composed of sinners, and the church itself does not march in a straight line. Indeed, serious troubles and turmoil in the Catholic Church are a difficult part of being Catholic, just as Paul experienced serious troubles with his congregations.

The fifth chapter addresses two issues: how I understand ecumenism today and why I am not Eastern Orthodox or Protestant. Since I implicitly cover the latter issue in chapter two’s discussion of why I am Catholic, my main focus in chapter five is on Christian ecumenism. Christians should work to appreciate other Christians, since we share with each other a belief in divine revelation in Jesus Christ. And as John of Salisbury says, “One who loves the truth hates wrangling,” though of course some wrangling will always be necessary in this life.18 When Christians agree that the triune God is the Creator and that Jesus Christ is the incarnate Lord, this is a great start for real ecumenism. Jesus came to bring salvation from sin and death through his merciful and self-sacrificial love, culminating in the cross, and our task is to exhibit his love to one another.

Throughout this book, I focus on Christianity in its Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox forms. I thereby leave out my appreciation for Judaism—and even my biblical quotations generally come from the New Testament. A short book cannot do everything, and I have tried elsewhere to engage positively and constructively with Judaism and to fully integrate the whole Old Testament in my Christian faith.19

The sixth and final chapter highlights one of my favorite passages of Scripture, Genesis 1:1-3, which I employ as the basis for a wide-ranging (though overly brief) exercise in Catholic theological exegesis, going well beyond the original meaning of the text. The relation of God the Creator to God the Redeemer especially stands out in my reading of Genesis 1:1-3. As Hugh of Saint Victor puts it, “God was made man that He might free man whom He had made, that He, the same, might be both Creator and Redeemer of man.”20 The Spirit, too, is at work in both creation and new creation. I reflect on the God who speaks his word, “Let there be light” (Gen 1:3), and on the incarnate Word who is the “light of the world” (Jn 8:12).

In most of my chapters, I quote frequently from the saints while quoting Scripture relatively sparingly. I hope that this will not play into a misunderstanding that some readers may have about Catholics being “unbiblical” or “less biblical.” I have recently published two books in which I explore Catholic faith by means of extensive quotation from Scripture: Was the Reformation a Mistake? Why Catholic Doctrine Is Not Unbiblical and The Wisdom of the Word: Biblical Answers to Ten Pressing Questions About Catholicism.21 Unfortunately, the subtitle of the first book turned out to mislead some readers. I think Catholic doctrine is biblical, rather than simply “not unbiblical.” The subtitle of the second book can also be misleading, since biblical answers are available but not in the sense of philosophical demonstrations or in the sense of prooftexts free of any light from tradition.

Let me conclude this introduction by quoting an ancient Welsh poem that says the main things I wish my book to say:


Almighty Creator, it is you who made

The land and the sea. . . .

The world cannot comprehend in song bright and melodious,

Even though the grass and trees should sing

All your wonders, O true Lord!

The Father created the world by a miracle;

It is difficult to express its measure.

Letters cannot contain it, letters cannot comprehend it.

Jesus created for the hosts of Christendom,

With miracles when he came,

Resurrection through his nature for them.

He who made the wonder of the world

Will save us, has saved us.

It is not too great a toil to praise the Trinity. . . .

Purely, humbly, in skillful verse,

I should love to give praise to the Trinity,

According to the greatness of his power.

He has required of the host in this world

Who are his, that they should at all times,

All together, fear the Trinity.

The one who has both wisdom and dominion

Above heaven, below heaven, completely;

It is not too great a toil to praise the Son of Mary.22
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    NINTH-CENTURY ENGLISH KING Alfred the Great accomplished a great deal. He unified England, defeated the Vikings, reformed England’s military defenses and governmental procedures, and fostered an intellectual renewal. According to his contemporaneous biographer, the monk Asser, he also suffered from very poor health. Asser states, “King Alfred has been transfixed by the nails of many tribulations, even though he is invested with royal authority: from his twentieth year until his forty-fifth (which is now in course) he has been plagued continually with the savage attacks of some unknown disease.”1

    On reading this, I thought, Here is a brother! On most levels I don’t compare to King Alfred, and yet we are united on a very simple level by the experience of a chronic disease. Ever since my early twenties, I have endured pain and weakness in my back and left leg and gradual decline of mobility, though I can still walk. Doctors have not been able to identify the exact cause of the problem, but I have a condition called multiple hereditary exostoses that may be one of the problem’s roots, and that has caused me various additional troubles from childhood onward.

    Fortunately, like King Alfred’s, my debility has never been at a level that truly incapacitates—and the older I get, the more I realize that physical (and psychological) debilities are a powerful part of everyone’s life.2 Without doubt, my journey into Christianity was affected by this experience of bodily suffering.

    In this chapter, I highlight four reasons I became Christian. They are the following. First, the mystery of death and dying spurred me to seek God. Second, I discovered the power of Christ’s cross, due to my awareness of needing a Redeemer. Third, I was entranced by the infinite mystery of God. And fourth, I found the harmony of the two Testaments of Scripture to be extraordinary, and I found the ongoing life of the church to be a persuasive extension of the biblical depiction of the earliest Christian communities and of the people of Israel.

    In the early sixth century, monastic elder St. Barsanuphius and his disciple John were asked by a young monk why God permitted him to undergo an illness. In reply, the two elder monks assured the young man: “Those who wish to please God must pass through certain afflictions. How can we call the holy martyrs blessed for the suffering they endured for the sake of God, if we are unable to bear a mere fever?”3 Everyone has suffered and will suffer. We are in good company.

    According to his biographer, King Alfred “struggled like an excellent pilot to guide his ship laden with much wealth to the desired and safe haven of his homeland.”4 He may not be acclaimed as a saint, but he was a Christian charged with piloting his ship to its homeland—that is, he was charged with temporal duties as a ruler, intermingled with his spiritual mission to be united with his Creator and Redeemer, in union with the people whose well-being he served.

    We all share this same responsibility, even if our particular tasks are not likely to be memorialized in biographies. In the kingdom of Christ, every single human being is important and beloved of God. And every single human being is called to seek God. As Alcuin of York says about the human condition after the fall, “Although we were cast down from the joy of blessed happiness to the wretched blindness of this life of exile . . . we were not, however, completely cut off and uprooted to the extent that . . . we lost all knowledge, desire and searching for eternity, truth, and blessedness.”5

    
      THE MYSTERY OF DEATH AND DYING

      I was not raised a Christian, if by that one means someone who believes in God’s existence or Christ’s divinity or the Bible’s truth. I grew up in college towns: Westminster, Maryland; Richmond, Indiana; and Davidson, North Carolina. I cannot speak highly enough of my parents and grandparents, and I was surrounded by many wonderful people at Quaker Meeting. These people were not opposed to belief in God, but generally they didn’t believe in a living, personal God. The great majority of the adults I knew assumed that God did not exist and that Jesus did not rise from the dead. They considered that when we die, we become dust. Never again—for endless eternity—do we think, love, or enjoy anything. We are simply annihilated.

      As a very young child, I was confronted with this viewpoint and found it bleak. I rebelled against the notion of personal annihilation with all my heart, without becoming what is generally called a rebel. With utter horror, I still can all too easily imagine the tragedy of never, ever knowing or loving again. Far from merely a return to the condition of not being, as was the case prior to one’s conception, annihilation would be a horrific tragedy for a personal being filled with unique potential for communion with others and with a deeply personal and irreplaceable intelligence and love, marked by unique and powerful relationships. As a young child, I already knew what hospitals smelled like, the busy-ness and importance of doctors, and the long waits in a tiny room until the doctor came in with the crowd of internists to examine my somewhat deformed body. Of course, I met dying children.

      Later, I made my own the words of Job, who begs that after his death, God will still love him and will still want to converse with him: “You would call, and I would answer you; you would long for the work of your hands” (Job 14:15 NRSVCE). Indeed, if there is a loving God, how could this God abandon me, who desires to be his beloved child, to everlasting annihilation? In fact, this is the great horror that Job faces in his agony.6 With his body falling apart, the question is whether God is stripping him of his bodily health in order to annihilate him. Is the Creator God also the annihilator, pretending to be a friend but then ripping us apart and discarding us forever? Death roars close to us; will it utterly destroy us?

      At the time, as a young child, I did not know whether God existed. Nor did I even know to think about this question as such. I simply worried about getting various diseases and dying. I could already feel what Alexander Elchaninov describes, although I could not have put it in his words—words that now ring true to me, although I enjoy my days. Elchaninov says, “The swiftly flowing, irresistible, dancing current of the hours, days, years, often throws us into despair. We scarcely have time to live, to see our family. It is difficult to express my feeling—I am painfully aware both of the poignancy and strength of my love, and of its vanity, its torturing transiency.”7 In my own way as a child, I was very aware of the incredible fragility and transiency of life.

      It was this awareness of my fragility that spurred on questions of God. It is unpopular today to admit that one was moved toward Christianity by fear of death. Skeptics have deemed Christianity to be “the opiate of the masses” (as Karl Marx famously put it), wonderful promises that are never delivered, pie in the sky. But I am deeply moved by Christians who can embrace their own imminent dying, interiorly formed by a profound faith in God’s promises and God’s goodness. Julian of Norwich tells us that in the midst of a grave illness, when she was near death, “It seemed to me that all the time that I had lived here was very little and short in comparison with the bliss which is everlasting.” She thought to herself, “Good Lord, is it no longer to your glory that I am alive? And my reason and my sufferings told me that I should die; and with all the will of my heart I assented wholly to be as was God’s will.”8

      Amazing. Could she really assent to the stripping away of her earthly existence, confident that God would embrace her on the other side of the seeming annihilation of her life? This requires not merely natural hope but the supernatural (divinely infused) virtue of hope. Theologian Réginald Garrigou-Lagrange comments, “By infused hope we tend toward eternal life, toward supernatural beatitude, which is nothing less than the possession of God. . . . We tend toward Him, relying on the divine help which He has promised us. The formal motive of hope is not our effort, it is God our Helper.”9

      In looking forward to the new creation that will bring God’s creative work to its consummation, Christians sometimes imagine that it will be much like our world, though no longer with sin and death. Indeed, Christians today tend to be resolutely this-worldly, concentrating on this world alone. Christians deal with the death of loved ones by imagining them whole and healthy in heaven, eating their favorite dinner, playing with their pets, and so on. Rhineland mystic Claesinne van Nieuwlant calls us to a different path.10 Instructed by Paul’s teaching in Colossians 3:1-3 (“If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth. For you have died, and your life is hid with Christ in God”), she insists that Christians even now are being led upward so that our lives are hidden in the “superessential” life of God. Dying leads into an unfathomable glory, not a mere restoration of comfortable earthly existence.

      Yet, what sinners we are, and how we struggle against God’s upward call, as we cleave to our earthly homes. Focused on this world, we may actually wish to do without God entirely. The extent of human sinfulness can hardly be exaggerated. Van Nieuwlant remarks, “Sometimes they [Christians] are left to such desolation, in their nothingness and evil, that they cannot stand themselves or cannot remain present where these mysteries [the Eucharist] are celebrated.”11 This sounds right—there is no sentimentality in this perspective on the sins of Christians. In The Roads to Zion Mourn, Hugh of Balma finds with great dismay: “No one pays attention to the solemn feast [the Eucharist], since clerics and layfolk alike have cast off true wisdom and immersed themselves in worldly delights and useless curiosities.”12

      In response to our spiritual sloth, van Nieuwlant urges that we go looking for God. After all, everything other than God—even the most glorious gifts or the greatest angels—“is all too small.” Who are we and who will we be, when it is a matter of our literally dying and going forth into eternity? Van Nieuwlant advises that each person should be “standing in his own inner nothingness,” aware of depending solely on God for being and indeed for everything.13 Let me put it this way: If life beyond death depends on my own human strength, then I am in trouble. In my puny resources, I teeter on the very verge of nothingness. But to enter into God is to find infinite plenitude, if God will enable me to stand before him. Let me accept my nothingness and look to God’s plenitude.

      We are tempted to try to take charge of our passing over. On my deathbed, if I am still able to think, I fear that I’ll be mentally going through the proofs of God’s existence, or recalling evidences of Christ’s resurrection, as a strengthening of faith in the hour of trial. But van Nieuwlant presses deeper. If I dare to follow her instruction, I must not cling to anything of my own. My ideas about Christ and God are not false, but if I cling to my ideas, that way lies disaster. It is the living God who alone can fill the space that dying (and, for that matter, living) opens up. Only the living God can fill this space with gifts: Christ, the blessed, the new creation, beatitude. According to van Nieuwlant, I must enter into Christ’s self-surrender: “humility, nothingness.”14 Otherwise, I will allow myself to stop within what is my own, and then nothingness or emptiness yawns before me, since only God is life.15 This is the case even though our souls truly are immaterial: God alone upholds our souls in existence, and only Godward souls share in the eternal realm of the new creation.

      This God is no abstraction, as Alexander of Hales reminds us. Coming as King to his long-suffering people Israel, Israel’s God “was found to be made small, the immortal was weak, the one containing was contained, the first was last, the most high the most lowly; Psalm 8:1: ‘How wonderful is your name in all the earth,’ and Genesis 32:29, ‘Why do you ask my name, which is wonderful?’”16

    

    
    
      CHRIST’S CROSS

      I am a Christian in part because in 1993, after enduring a three-day experience in which I felt that God did not exist (how hollow and shell-like everything seemed, swaying on the edge of endless annihilation), I went to Duke Divinity School’s library and discovered books that showed the reasonableness of believing in the existence of God and in the resurrection and divinity of Christ. As St. Charles de Foucauld puts it—though I have not lived in the extraordinary way he lived—“As soon as I believed there was a God, I understood that I could not do anything other than live for him.”17 My conversion to Christianity and Catholicism then moved quickly.

      Even prior to this, however, during my college years I felt a deep attraction to Christ. His crucifixion attracted me. If God were to dwell among us sinners in this brutal world, it should be by a radical solidarity with us, and by enduring the sorrow and destruction of interpersonal communion caused by sin and death. By taking the lowest place, Christ makes me feel as though I have a place. In his supreme self-offering, Christ bespeaks the reconciliation that God wills to offer his people Israel and the whole world with them. Jesus did for me what I cannot do myself, namely, he gave himself freely and with perfect love rather than clinging to his life. He endured the direst humiliation. If he has stooped so low, then he is reachable by us. We can cross to God on the new-covenant path that Christ has marked out, since it is the path of God’s uttermost desire for each and every sinner. I can show myself to God in Christ, and in Christ God reveals to me that he wants me to come to him. St. Catherine of Siena expresses this truth: “I see the Word, your Son, nailed to a cross. And you have made him a bridge for me, as you have shown me, wretched servant that I am! My heart is breaking and yet cannot break for the hungry longing it has conceived for you!”18

      The cross stimulated a hungry yearning in me. When I cross over to eternity, and indeed at every moment prior to this crossing, let me cross over on the Lord’s cross. Christ’s humility, his mercy, his love: this is a bridge to God indeed.

      Let me admit that after my conversion, I assumed that by now, thirty years later, I would be fairly well sanctified. In fact, temptations and sins continue to plague me. This seems ridiculous for a Christian. It requires a continual recourse to the cross of Christ. St. Bonaventure tells us that fallen humanity—marked by ignorance and concupiscence—is “blinded and bent over” and “sits in darkness and does not see the light of heaven, unless grace comes to his aid—with justice to fight concupiscence, and with knowledge and wisdom to oppose ignorance.”19 St. Gregory of Narek gets to the heart of the situation, having examined his own soul. We almost want to stop his confession—stop now, surely you, St. Gregory, are holy!—but he nevertheless proclaims: “Here is the true picture of me, worthy of blame: Sad face, extinguished flare, dry mouth, no moisture left, defamed image, saddened soul, distorted voice, bent-down neck.” Fortunately, it is precisely this real St. Gregory, joined to all of us sinners, whom Christ has come to save from sin and death. Christ “became greater by saying: ‘I am merciful.’”20 St. Gregory rejoices about Christ:

      
        Your dictate is to cleanse me of my sins, the criminal.

        Your foot is to give shelter to me, the fleeing,

        Your hand is to render support to me, the speedily rushing,

        Your light is to lead me, the errant,

        . . . Your will is to set me free, the oppressed.21

      

      However, why give glory to the God who allows us to fail in perceiving the divine light and who does not prevent our suffering? St. Anselm was a Christian if ever there was one, but still he complained mightily to God. For instance, he says—expressing my own perspective whenever things are not going my way—“How wretched man’s lot is when he has lost that for which he was made! Oh how hard and cruel was that Fall! Alas, what has man lost and what has he found? What did he lose and what remains to him? He lost the blessedness for which he was made, and he found the misery for which he was not made.”22 Christians experience a blessed hope and enjoy many treasured relationships. But it is evident that Christians also continue to experience interiorly and exteriorly the misery for which we definitely were not made.23

      I think of St. Augustine here. In his Confessions, he recalls his adolescent self, who prayed, “Grant me chastity and continence, but not yet.” As he explains, “I was afraid you [God] might hear my prayer quickly, and that you might too rapidly heal me of the disease of lust which I preferred to satisfy rather than suppress.” Eventually God healed St. Augustine of lust, but even then St. Augustine did not declare victory. Not only did he continue to have lustful dreams, but also he found himself continually at risk of disordered desires. He reports, “I struggle every day against uncontrolled desire in eating and drinking.” He is more keenly alert than most of us to the ease of falling into idolatry. He is so sensitive that he actually says, “When it happens to me that the music [of a religious hymn] moves me more than the subject of the song, I confess myself to commit a sin deserving punishment, and then I would prefer not to have heard the singer.”24

      One may make fun of St. Augustine here (and I love good music!), but I think he has grasped a truth: the world comes at us from every direction, and we are never entirely unsnared. He admits that when he should be thinking of God, his attention may be captivated by everything but God: the extraordinary way a lizard catches flies, the power of a hunter’s dogs chasing a rabbit. Still worse, he confesses that he loves praise. As he sums up, “Every day, Lord, we are beset by these temptations. We are tempted without respite.”25

      St. Augustine makes clear that such constant temptations are no reason to give up. Nor are they a reason to deny God’s sanctifying power, let alone to refuse to contemplate the beauty and power of animals because we might become attached. In these passages, St. Augustine is gently responding to his opponents, who accused him of being an embarrassment due to his unseemly past. His point is that all of us have been or are ensnared by the world’s beauty, captivated by it rather than rejoicing in it for what it really is, namely, an icon of the bountiful Creator God. Despite such temptations, St. Augustine refused to flee the world. He states, “I had racked my heart and had meditated taking flight to live in solitude. But you [God] forbade me and comforted me.”26

      I love Christ’s cross because, like St. Augustine, I know I need it. To throw oneself on the mercy of the cross is a grace. Few of us are worthy of the exalted name “Christian”—if this names a person who always lives the beatitudes, performs the works of mercy, and embodies the new commandment of love. Our deficiencies, however, should only redouble our prayers to cooperate with God’s grace, trusting that God will accomplish his salvation in us, for the good of all, by the power of Christ’s merciful cross. As St. Cyprian of Carthage reminds us with the healing power of the cross in view, “The Lord left the ninety and nine who were well, and sought the one that wandered and was exhausted. He carried the wanderer on his arms when he had found him (Lk 15.4-5).”27
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