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GENERAL INTRODUCTION
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No amount of words could ever exhaust the richness of Scripture. Indeed, no amount of words could ever adequately express the beauty and depth found in a single verse of the Bible, manifesting as it does—as a kind of distillation of the divine Mystery as a gift to us, like a drop of dew gathered on the edge of a leaf—the very life and love of God himself expressed and incarnate in human language. It is indeed possible to spend pages and pages on a single passage of the Bible, caught up in the many nuances of meaning, the many rays of light that pour forth from the center, illumining different aspects of life, and magnetizing and drawing us back to the living center. I have tried to find a middle ground between moving too quickly and moving too slowly, between playing and wondering, with abiding stillness before the mystery, in a single passage, and trying to let the mystery remain in silence beyond words, allowing Scripture to simply speak for itself in silence.​[*] I only hope that what I have written will give you little points-of-access, whose trajectory will direct you more deeply into the richness found in Scripture, and into the welcoming embrace of God himself.

For this, in the end, is what matters: precisely that this center is encountered in every verse, indeed in every word, so that the living unity of this center, the living heartbeat of this Love, may speak to us and touch us in the biblical text as a whole. It is this heartbeat, this center, that precisely allows the true simplicity and harmony of divine revelation in the Bible—as well as in the tradition and life and liturgy of the Church—to emerge and to tenderly grasp our hearts. My hope, therefore, has been simply to make contact with this great Mystery again and again, from many different angles, and yet always to draw closer to the convergence-point where all the diverse lines intersect on a single point: in the reconciling Heart of Jesus Christ, in whom we are admitted into the very bosom of the Father, into the innermost life of everlasting intimacy of the Trinity. For this is the center, the inner Reality, that alone gives meaning to all else, without which nothing has meaning, but within which all unseals its authentic beauty, goodness, and truth: that each one of us has been created for one ultimate reason alone, for a gratuitous communion with the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and with all other persons within the embrace of the Trinity, already in this life and in the eternal consummation of the new creation.
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I take the Church at her word whenever she says that the Bible is the Word of God in human language, and that it is a “living word, piercing to the very division of soul and spirit, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart” (Heb 4:12). In other words, the word is God’s own presence among us still, seeing and reading us in the very process in which, in reading it, we aspire to see the face of God. And because of this, the Bible is a word not only for the “wise and the learned,” for those who can claim scholarly knowledge or intellectual acumen, but for all, indeed for the littlest and the least, for “those who are like children” (Mt 11:25). In fact, as Joseph Ratzinger (Benedict XVI) said, all theology exists not to be enclosed within itself, a kind of exercise in mental self-affirmation or knowledge-as-possession, but rather as a service to the simple faith of the littlest and the least, of the ordinary person, of you and me. Theology exists in order to protect the faith of the simple, and the beauty of precisely this simplicity, this heart-to-heart communion with the God of the little ones. In the last five hundred years, however, theology has become more and more an exclusive practice of those whose profession it is, and it can at times degenerate into a very complicated and un-common-sensical approach to things that can only be fully and truly known with the heart.

The wellspring of all true theology—in its ancient meaning as lived and spoken by the Fathers and Doctors of the Church, by Augustine and Jerome and the Gregories, by Bernard and John of the Cross and Bonaventure—is wonder before the mystery. For the word address itself, as I said, to each one of us, and thus we all have the capacity to hear it. How different would our world look if—rather than being so engrossed in pointing out what is wrong with the world or engaging in polemical argument—we devoted ourselves entirely to gazing upon the face of God, contemplating his beauty, and letting this beauty pour forth from this place in all manner of creativity, relationship, word, and action!

Of course, scholarly insights and historical knowledge can aid in protecting, deepening, and unfolding this mystery for all to behold and love. After all, even knowledge as expressed in concepts, insofar as accurate and true, is real knowledge, a kind of living of the objective reality within my own being, and thus a primal kind of “eucharist.” I speak here not against ideas or concepts, therefore, but against “scholar-ism” which condemns the simplehearted and excludes them from the word which is intended primarily for them. I am not against contemporary methods and insights in the study of Scripture, the so-called “historical-critical method,” nor against “systematic theology” as a specialized field of study. They have their place in this sphere of service to the great mystery and its permeation into the minds and hearts and lives of those whom it addresses. But I have keenly experienced how both can drain the word of its direct, unmediated force, instead interfering either with skeptical prejudice that relegates Jesus to the past, as an historical figure alone, rather than as the ever-living God-made flesh, or with a mesh of concepts and ideas that make the word, and Christianity itself, so specialized that it can only be understood by the trained theologian or scholar (or the “elite” in any other number of ways).

A word may be appropriate here, therefore, about my approach in writing these reflections upon God’s holy Word. I write as a simple Catholic layperson, both vocationally speaking and in terms of my theological education. What I mean is that I write not on the basis of a life of scholarship and as a scholar, nor as an “expert,” but as a simple believer speaking to other believers. In my life I have read deeply and widely, but I have nonetheless no claim to expertise; so too, though my life is devoted particularly to prayer and contemplation, I am ordinary in every sense of the term, and I speak only from this place where we are all, children of a loving Father, both most profoundly unique and most deeply united.

But I hope that precisely in this way my humble words may be of service to you in being of service to the Word of God. For as many boons as have eventually come, for example, of the historical critical method of exegesis, it has also revealed to us that sometimes the scholars and specialists can be the most blind interpreters of all. During the first few decades of this development in the interpretation of Scripture, the historical figure of Jesus was all but “explained away” and replaced with the supposed “real historical Jesus” who we now know to be but a figment of the interpreters’ imaginations, a different “Jesus” for every scholar.​[*] Looking back, this development is almost laughable were it not for the harm that it has done, though it is explainable because of the rationalism of our time that tries to place reason above all things and to give it an autonomy that it was never meant to have. Gladly, the tradition of Biblical interpretation has faced up to the challenges of these modern standards of history and has proved both that the figure of Jesus Christ presented to us in the Bible is trustworthy and true, and that the vision of faith born in the bosom of the Church, the true Subject of the Word of God, is deeper and wider than anything that a merely rationalistic reason shall be able either to concoct or to prove.

The key point, rather, is that reason is both wider and deeper than we allow it to be in our critical and cynical society, and that it can incorporate all the insights and wisdom of modernity, whether scientific or rational or historical, and place them freely at the service of the truth: the truth revealed to us in Christ, the beloved Son who is in the bosom of the Father, and who, in coming to us and speaking and acting from the eternal “face to face,” reveals to us the very heart of God and opens up for us access into the intimacy of his life. As Pope Benedict XVI wrote:


Jesus’ teaching is not the product of human learning, of whatever kind. It originates from immediate contact with the Father, from “face-to-face” dialogue—from the vision of the one who rests close to the Father’s heart. It is the Son’s word. Without this inner grounding, his teaching would be pure presumption. That is just what the learned men of Jesus’ time judged it to be, and they did so precisely because they could not accept its inner grounding: seeing and knowing face-to-face. Again and again the Gospels note that Jesus withdrew “to the mountain” to spend nights in prayer “alone” with his Father. These short passages are fundamental for our understanding of Jesus; they lift the veil of mystery just a little; they give us a glimpse into Jesus’ filial existence, into the source from which his action and teaching and suffering sprang. This “praying” of Jesus is the Son conversing with the Father; Jesus’ human consciousness and will, his human soul, is taken into that exchange, and in this way human “praying” is able to become a participation in this filial communion with the Father. ...

We have said that in Jesus’ filial communion with the Father, his human soul is also taken up into the act of praying. He who sees Jesus sees the Father (cf. Jn 14:9). The disciple who walks with Jesus is thus caught up with him into communion with God. And that is what redemption means: this stepping beyond the limits of human nature, which had been there as a possibility and an expectation in man, God’s image and likeness, since the moment of creation.​[1]



If the heart of Jesus’ life is his undying communion with the Father, the abiding intimacy that is ever his with his Abba in the sweet kiss of the Spirit whom they share, then there is truly nothing more important to say in our regard than that we have been created to share in the same intimacy, and thus in the same joy. When this has been said, in a certain sense, everything has been said; for in this all things are contained, and in the light of this awesome truth all other truths receive their true illumination and their authentic place. The eternal Son of the Father, one with him for all eternity even before the world ever came to be, chose to become a human being at the heart of time and space, thus espousing God and humanity, God and the cosmos, in his very incarnate Flesh. Thus God’s own divine presence fully permeated historical time and the confines of space, and yet, in the same instance, has burst open the boundaries of time and space, as well as the contours of every human heart rent open by grace in a wound that is in fact but nature’s true healing and fulfillment. It has opened our world to eternal dimensions, the dimensions of God’s own everlasting and infinite life and love. And thus it has begun the process of history’s journey to fulfillment, it has planted the seed of the universe’s consummation, when all of created reality, with man and woman at its center, shall be taken fully into the very innermost heart of the life of the Trinity, and there shall find fulfillment in being permeated by the surging current of his love and being made participant in the intimacy of the life of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
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We live, in fact, in a world in which false theological ideas are wreaking havoc on the unity of the Church and the simplicity and transparency of her faith—whether in the extreme of radical traditionalism or the extreme of relativistic liberalism. In both cases, knowledge is power, knowledge is control, knowledge is possession. But in fact, knowledge is none of these things; rather, knowledge is vulnerable relationship; knowledge is intimacy with reality as it communicates itself to me. Thus the only adequate disposition before the Word of God, as before reality itself, is a humble, poor, and simple listening of my whole being to what approaches me from the outside. And as I allow it to communicate itself to me, I come to know it, deeply and intimately, not with a knowledge born merely of the head, of discursive reason or argumentation, but of the heart. This attitude allows us to abide “at the heart of the heart” of the Church and of reality, at the core of the mystery of God’s Love given in Christ. This is the expansive center in which all the diverse lines of partial truth converge in the all-enfolding catholic fullness, and from which all flows to illumine and permeate every aspect of life, culture, relationship, and society.

This book, in all of its weakness and limitation, seeks to offer precisely this: an approach to the Word of God that is fueled entirely by virginal receptivity (i.e. “God-alone-beyond-all-things” receptivity), wonder-filled openness, and obedient docility...by the attitude of Mary, the first and fullest recipient of the Word of God given to humanity. Indeed, the reason that the Word of God, written over two-thousand years ago, can address us with full force today, with complete contemporaneity, is that it lives within the bosom of Mary-Church, the Mother and Bride in whom we are all conceived, born, and carried throughout this life unto the consummation of union with God in eternity. The Church, indeed—realized in her full transparency in the Catholic Church but also present in varying degrees of intensity wherever truth, goodness, and beauty are found—is the true recipient of Scripture, and also its custodian.

God birthed the Church from the opened side of Christ on the Cross and brought her fully to realization in the descent of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost, precisely so that we may never bear the terrible burden of reading and interpreting the word and will of God alone, in isolation. Rather, we find ourselves always already held in the certainty and expansiveness of the Church’s understanding of her Bridegroom, which she gives also to us to be our own. And this understanding is not merely the sum total of the thoughts and reflections of all who have called her Mother and her God their Lord; rather, it is the intimate knowledge that the Bride has of Bridegroom, indeed a participation in Christ’s own knowledge of himself and of the Father, entrusted to humanity and protected, preserved, and unfolded throughout history until the end of time. The Church is the subject of the word, the one whom God addresses; but she is also the one in whom and through whom God addresses us. Thus in letting our littleness be cradled in her immensity, our folly in her wisdom, our frail aspirations in her ardent desire, our weak fidelity in her perfect communion with God, we can be sure of “abiding in the truth” (2 and 3 Jn). We can discover confidence in having, ourselves, a deep and sure and constant communion with the living God, with the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, who are pleased to communicate to us, in and through the Church in whom we are adopted and sheltered, a full participation in the intimacy of their own divine life.

What an awesome gift! What a loving God! Before such a gift, before such a love that not only communicates itself to us but also gives us the space in which to receive and reciprocate the gift securely, we can only respond with wonder, awe, gratitude, and praise! Indeed, God wishes for us to live our lives in a ceaseless eucharist of thanksgiving for this wondrous gift, to live in the Garden of the Word of Scripture, indeed in the Church who is the custodian of Scripture, yes, of the very life of God itself, in the lighthearted play and unbounded delight that are born from knowing oneself so deeply loved and so totally cared for.

In sum, my words in this book, born of “reading in and with the Church” (and thus being indebted to her for absolutely everything), seek to foster this disposition in the reader, creating a space, in the Garden of the Word and the Church, where, with light and playful and tender hearts, receptive in softness and malleable in surrender, we can receive anew the awesome mystery of God’s love given in Christ, and, rooted and found in this mystery with all love, may come to know the breadth and width and height and depth of the love of God, and be filled, yes, be filled with the utter fullness of God himself (cf. Eph 3:14-21).
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I have experienced from early in my life the fact that the Word of God, even in its written form, is not a mere book of history or a collection of ideas, but rather the external manifestation of a living Person—the eternal Word of the heavenly Father, who in the fullness of time became flesh to espouse the whole of humanity and indeed the entire universe to himself. And while acknowledging and benefiting from what can be useful in theological concepts and historical ideas (for example Greek philosophy was providentially arranged by God to protect biblical revelation from being misconstrued, and protected the true ontological facts of the Incarnation and Redemption, which are not mere myths or spiritualistic signs, but historical facts that change the very nature of reality itself), I am writing as a “little one” for “little ones,” writing simply in order to help, in whatever tiny way, to open up a space at the heart of the Garden of the Word where we can rejoice and play together as little children. My desire and care, therefore, is to encounter him anew, in all the radiance of his beauty, and to play and rejoice and dance in the sheltering embrace of his undying love.

And yet even as I play and rejoice in this Garden of the Word, I am also aware that the written word itself, as beautiful as it is, will not be necessary once the shadows of this life have passed. The words of Saint Augustine come to mind:


Nevertheless, since the days in which we are now living are still dark compared to the light which we shall see, hear what the apostle Peter says. He speaks of a voice that came from the Supreme Glory and said to the Lord Christ: You are my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased. This voice, he says, we heard coming from heaven, when we were with him on the holy mountain. Because we ourselves were not present there and did not hear the voice from heaven, Peter says to us: And we possess a more certain prophetic word to which you do well to attend, as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts.

When, therefore, our Lord Jesus Christ shall come and, as the apostle says, bring to light things hidden in darkness and make plain the secrets of the heart, so that everyone may receive his commendation from God, then lamps will no longer be needed. When that day is at hand, the prophet will not be read to us, the book of the Apostle will not be opened, we shall not require the testimony of John, we shall have no need of the Gospel itself. Therefore all Scriptures will be taken away from us, those Scriptures which in the night of this world burned like lamps so that we might not remain in darkness.

When all these things are removed as no longer necessary for our illumination, and when the men of God by whom they were ministered to us shall themselves together with us behold the true and dear light without such aids, what shall we see? With what shall our minds be nourished? What will give joy to our gaze? Where will that gladness come from which eye has not seen and ear has not heard, which has not even been conceived by the heart of man? What shall we see?

I implore you to live with me and, by believing, to run with me; let us long for our heavenly country, let us sigh for our heavenly home, let us truly feel that here we are strangers. What shall we then see? Let the gospel tell us: In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God. You will come to the fountain, with whose dew you have already been sprinkled. Instead of the ray of light which was sent through slanting and winding ways into the heart of your darkness, you will see the light itself in all its purity and brightness. It is to see and experience this light that you are now being cleansed. Dearly beloved, John himself says, we are the sons of God, and it has not yet been disclosed what we shall be; but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is.​[2]



In heaven we will no longer read the Bible, just as we will no longer need the Sacraments, immersed as we will be in a direct and unmediated contact with the very life and love of the Trinity, which will utterly permeate our entire consciousness and the whole of our existence. My intention in writing, therefore, is simply to try to touch the mystery of eternity at the heart of historical time, and to reach out to the ravishing mystery of God’s innermost life which alone gives meaning to all of human life, and which will be our eternal consummation and our everlasting gladness. Thus, I am trying to read the Bible, not so much from the bottom-up, that is, from our earthly perspective trying to gather together the disparate strands through reasoning and thinking, but from the top-down, from the white-hot light of the Trinity’s Love, in which the strands are seen as simple irradiations of this single light expressed in human language and life, and tracing their way back to the undivided source, in which, in the eternal consummation at the end, all will be one within the dance of intimacy of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

I have said, in accord with Saint Augustine, that the written word of God will pass away at the end of time. This is true, indeed, of the entire structural, institutional, and sacramental life of the Church within this world. What will remain then is nothing but the unveiled heart, the vulnerable core of personal love rendered utterly transparent to divine love and intimacy: intimacy with the divine Persons of the Trinity, and the intimacy of every human person in the whole of humanity made one within the divine embrace. Indeed, it is in some way true that, already in this life, we can taste the sweet silence of the Word in the midst of the word, the Truth of which all ideas speak and which gives them their substance; we can know Him, we can know the Three-in-One God who is fullness of Being, of Intimacy, of Love, and who communicates life to all things and gives them meaning, while drawing them all back into the abundance of his own uncreated life.

A question arises from this: Why, if Scripture is passing away, spend so much time reading and trying to understand it? If the word is frail and imperfect, then why should one expend hours meditating upon it, trying to be touched by it, to be affected by it, and to explain it to others? It is true, after all, that the word of God incarnate in Scripture, as beautiful as it may be, is also tied in with the limits of time and space, and with the imperfect historical expression that is possible within our fallen world bound by human frailty and the confines of culture and milieu, etc.

The answer lies precisely in the fact, as I hinted above, that there is a Word within the word—and I don’t mean a kind of Gnostic word for the “great ones,” for the wise and illumined who know how to extract the kernel of “divine knowledge” from the fading appearance of historical truth. I mean rather, in a certain sense, the exact opposite: there is a living and eternal Word present in every single particle of the written word of God, and in every action of God throughout the history recounted in the sacred books of Scripture. And this Word seeks to communicate himself to me, to unveil before the eyes of my heart the ravishing beauty of his face, and to draw me into deep and lasting union with himself. To get in touch with this eternal Word—this word who is the only-begotten Son in the bosom of the Father, and in him with the self-communication of the Father and the Holy Spirit too—to get in touch with this Word is, in the very heart of my meditative contact with the written word, with the ideas, etymology, philosophical underpinnings, and theological currents present in the biblical text, to touch the very throbbing heartbeat of God himself.

This is the true and abiding purpose of reading Scripture. It is not a matter of either-or—either I read Scripture and remain stuck in the realm of empty intellectual knowledge, bound only to the “head” and far from the visceral truth of the heart, or I surpass the written word into the realm of the “heart” and leave behind conscious contact with the written word that God gave to unveil himself to us. Though it is true that, as one matures in prayer, one may desire to read less and less of Scripture during a given time of prayer, and simply to rest in abiding silence in the presence of the inexpressible mystery of the Trinity’s love incarnate in Christ and active in our world. A deepening contact with the living Christ in the text and beyond it does generate within me a kind of holy restlessness, a restlessness to pass into the definitive state that awaits us in heaven, in which the fragments of the divine presence communicated in Scripture give way to the everlasting banquet of perfect consummation. Nonetheless, the word of Scripture, just like the Sacraments and the entire life and teaching of the Church, have been given to us, not to distract us from this eternal homeland, but precisely to give us a foretaste of it, indeed a living-already of the very reality that we will live, in the undimmed and unmediated light of the Trinity, for all eternity.
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THE GOSPEL OF THE BELOVED
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In the depths of our heart, each one of us longs to love and to be loved. We were created for communion, for intimacy, and our whole being cries out with longing until we find rest in the arms of another—yes, in the embrace of the One who loves us totally and unconditionally, and who is himself infinite Love. In him alone are our hearts at rest, and in him alone can we also draw near to others, our brothers and sisters, in the profound way that we most deeply desire.

The world has been born from Love and it returns to Love, and indeed it remains always enfolded and sheltered within Love. The mystery that is inscribed in every fiber of our world is precisely the mystery of love, the reality of gift ever flowing from the abundant generosity of God. In love alone, therefore, do we truly find ourselves—and not primarily as lovers, but as beloved. This is because we are infinitely, eternally loved by a God who is Love himself, indeed a God who is a Community of Persons—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—in an unspeakably intimate embrace. In allowing ourselves to be loved by him, in allowing his love to penetrate into our hearts, to touch them, heal them, and transform them, we find our true liberation into the fullness of happiness that only love can give. Yes, we become possessed by Love—a Love that, in enveloping us, brings us a joy and fulfillment that surpass all that we could hope for or imagine.

You are my beloved. These are the words that echo unceasingly deep in the heart of each one of us, even if we are unable to hear them or decipher their meaning. And this is why God has spoken to us in our deafness, why he has made his voice audible in history. Throughout the Bible we encounter this voice continually approaching us as a word of love spoken to us—and indeed spoken to me, uniquely and unrepeatably, as a love-letter from the Lover who loves more deeply and passionately than any created lover can. The external words on the pages of Scripture speak more deeply than we could have expected. It is not so much we who read them, as they that read us. Or, rather, it is the One who has written these words of love who draws near to us again when we lay ourselves open to hear his voice. He speaks, and in speaking he provides a shelter in which we can open our vulnerable hearts, which for so long have been closed in fear, sin, and shame.

He speaks, and in speaking he throws a bridge which, in sheltering us, gives us the confidence to step out towards the One who calls, just as Peter stepped out onto the crashing waves to draw near to Christ his beloved. He speaks, and, yes, he often challenges, calls to conversion, and invites to transformation, but all because of his immense love for us and his desire to draw us from our estrangement and isolation and into the intimacy of his own Trinitarian embrace. And above all, he speaks simply to hold, to shelter, to cradle in his intimate embrace, both in this life, and, ultimately, in an eternity of perfect joy in the next.

Yes, God speaks through the words of Scripture. He speaks through the history of salvation which is recounted therein, and yet which is not a past history, only to be remembered, or studied, or even imitated. Rather, this is a living history in which the life of each one of us is totally immersed, and in which our own personal “salvation history” unfolds, knitted together as it is with God’s universal plan of love and salvation. We are both influenced by and influence others within the unity of the single Body of Christ, all of our hearts sharing in the undivided love of God that draws us together. We are, as it were, immersed in a single ocean of love, in which the ripples cast from each heart make contact with the hearts of all others, surging together in a profound reality of interconnectedness and unity.

We are living salvation history still, and thus the Scriptures are still living too. They are still living not only because of the perennial truth that they express, but because they are a love-letter of God which throbs with a never-dying heartbeat because it is ever being received, read, and re-lived in the heart of the Church which Christ himself founded. The Catholic Church is the primary recipient of the word of Scripture, and it is in her, sheltered by her guidance, her teaching, her tradition, her authority, her worship and Sacraments, that the individual can be secure in receiving the word, “not as the word of men,” narrowed by one’s own private interpretation, “but as what it really is, the word of God at work within you who believe” (cf. 1 Thes 2:13).

And yet God speaks, not only through the palpable word of Scripture, or through the proclaimed word of the Church, but also in the mystery of silence intimately touching the depths of the heart. This silence, however, is not opposed to such a proclaimed word, or in opposition to it, but rather lies at its very heart. It is that sense, that intuition, that touch of beauty, goodness, and truth upon the heart, which surpasses all expression in words even if mediated through them. In a way, it is like a prolonged gaze of two persons who—after one speaks to the other a word of deep understanding—simply remain, looking at one another, in a silence which is not a lack but a palpable fullness of mutual presence. Yes, silence is like the tears that come after someone has laid open their heart before the receptive and sheltering gaze of another person, a silent communication of emotion through the eyes, a form of surrender even deeper than words of explanation. And silence is like the embrace of the person who tenderly holds the other in their tears, gently wrapping their arms around them and holding them close to their heart. Silence is the impalpable vibration of the word as it becomes an interior resonance in the heart, a word which is deeper than all that can be expressed even as it will spontaneously seek expression in words anew, in order to become a gift to others and to create communion of mind, heart, and life among them. Silence is the “word made flesh,” a touch that simply is, without the need to justify or explain.

God also speaks in so many different ways—in our relationships, in the beauty and truth of his creation, in our authentic desires, in the unique story of our life. In every moment of our life, indeed, he is speaking. Throughout the dialogue which our life is, a dialogue of love and prayer with the Trinity who has created us for union with himself, all of these different ways of speaking seek to come together in a profound convergence, in a symphony of deep clarity and beauty. We need, and in this life will always need, the external word of Scripture, and the mediation of the Church’s guidance and teaching. We will always need (and who would wish otherwise!) the gift of the Sacraments to make present to us the fullness of the reality of Christ. It is precisely in this context, within this Home of the Church which Christ himself has founded, and which indeed has been born from his Heart opened upon the Cross, that we find our unique path sheltered to unfold in freedom and joy.

The Church is not meant to be a place in which each person is “anonymous,” immersed in the mass of the “collective,” but rather the very opposite. In her, the person and the community deeply intersect within the love of the Trinity which is both unspeakably unique and expansively universal. The Church is, after all, as Saint Cyprian said, “the community of those who are made one with the very unity of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” And where do we see the unique person more totally sheltered and affirmed within the embrace of the community than in the very heart of the Trinity? Where do we see the person more totally open, and more lovingly given for the good of the community, than in the very heart of the Trinity? The Church exists simply in order to make this unity of the Trinity present in the heart of every one of us and in our deep communion with one another; in this way she also makes visible before the eyes of the world that reality for which every human heart longs, and in which alone it will find enduring rest.

This, indeed, was and is the deepest and most intimate aspiration of the Heart of Christ, which he expressed on the vigil of his Passion, when he prayed to his Father in the presence of his friends: “I pray that they may all be one; even as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, may they also be in us, that the world may believe that you have sent me. The glory which you have given me I have given to them, that they may be one even as we are one,  I in them and you in me, that they may become perfectly one, so that the world may know that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me” (cf. Jn 17:21-23).
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THE HEARTBEAT OF THE BELOVED DISCIPLE
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By walking close to the beloved Son, Jesus Christ, during his own journey of life, we begin to realize that, in this Man, we are all enveloped and embraced. He takes all of us into himself through the power of the Spirit—and he takes us so completely that he bears us even through the Cross into the radiant light and joy of the Resurrection. And he does this so that he can free us from all that hinders us from receiving this gift of our Father’s love and from returning into the Father’s embrace. Uniting himself to us in our own pain, our own darkness, our own fear, Jesus holds us close to his merciful Heart, healing and transforming us by his gentle touch. And in this way, pressed close to his bosom, he carries us into the bosom of the Father, where we can feel and hear, with him, those beautiful and life-giving words: You are my beloved child, in whom my soul delights (Mt 3:17).

The Gospel of John is in a special way the Gospel of love and intimacy. It is the Gospel of “belovedness,” in which we are granted a particularly vivid insight into the immense love that God the Father has for his beloved Son, and (without any diminution!) for each one of us. The Son himself tells us at the Last Supper: “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you” (Jn 15:9), which, if translated more accurately, would read: “With the very love with which the Father has loved me, so have I loved you,” meaning: “With the Father’s love, given first to me, I have loved you.” And he also soon adds: “The Father himself loves you” (16:27). During this supper, one of the disciples, the one “whom Jesus loved” (13:23), leans against the breast of Christ, reposing against his very bosom. This is a beautifully intimate moment, for at this meal Jesus opens his Heart vulnerably before those who are closest to him, before his Apostles. He speaks to them of the Father’s love, of the mystery of the Holy Trinity, and of the deepest desires of his own Sacred Heart. In their presence he addresses his heavenly Father in prayer, thereby drawing them into the ineffable bond of love and intimacy between the Father and the Son, with the breath of the Spirit ever passing between them in their ceaseless dialogue.

Here, in this intimate prayer, they hear the words that unveil Christ’s deepest desire for those who believe in his name, who welcome the gift of love from God, those words already quoted above. And this prayer culminates in Jesus expressing to his Father his yearning that we, his friends, may truly be drawn into the very heart of the Trinity’s life, as he says: “Father, I desire that they also, whom you have given me, may be with me where I am, to behold my glory which you have given me in your love for me before the foundation of the world” (Jn 17:24). Yes, the only-begotten Son of God has come into the world to unveil before us the heart of our loving God, and to take us into himself, as “children within the Son,” so that we may share in the innermost life of the Trinity, a life of perfect intimacy and eternal joy.

It is precisely in this precious moment that the disciple whom Jesus loved is present, resting against the Heart of Christ, as he speaks of all of these things, as he shares himself, not only in words, in affection, but in the Holy Eucharist—his very Body and Blood given to those whom he loves. This disciple, whom tradition has come to call the “beloved disciple,” rests against the bosom of the incarnate Son, just as the Son eternally rests “in the bosom of the Father” (1:18). He listens to the heartbeat of Jesus, to this heartbeat ever surging with infinite love and tenderness, ever flowing with profound compassion and concern for each human being. The beloved disciple listens to this heartbeat, and he feels the joy of the Son himself in being loved by his Father, the ineffable security that the Son has in the embrace of his Father—a joy and security which enable him to lay down his life for the salvation of all, to lay down his life in order to take it up again (cf. Jn 10:17-18), and to bear those whom he has redeemed from the estrangement of sin and into the depths of his own intimacy with the Father.

Yes, the beloved disciple glimpses all of this; he experiences the enveloping Love of God spreading out from the Heart of Jesus and embracing him. And in this mysterious embrace, the beloved disciple’s eyes and heart are opened to recognize that the whole world indeed is, and has always been, cradled in the arms of Divine Love. The Light of Love enfolds the world and irradiates it with its presence; but, sadly, human hearts have turned away from this light and “preferred the darkness to the light, because their deeds are evil” (cf. Jn 3:19). The choice of sin is a choice to divorce oneself from the cradling arms of Love, and it brings into creation much evil and suffering, and the painful experience of loneliness and isolation. Turned away from Love as we are, closed in upon ourselves in fear and sin, Love had to come to us, to enter into our resistance to God’s touch, our closedness to the gift of loving relationship. And he did come; Love drew near to us and “was made flesh” (cf. Jn 1:14) in order to be with us in our brokenness, and by his touch to restore us to the relationship that we had lost. By his intimate presence with us, penetrating into our closed and walled-up hearts, he yearns to touch us, to heal us, and to gradually reopen us from within, so that we may abide in an intimate and living communion with Love once again.

This is what the beloved disciple felt; this is the Love that touched him and enfolded him from within the Heart of Jesus. And because this disciple allowed himself to be touched, cradled, and held in this way, he, alone of all the Apostles, was able to remain close to Jesus even through his Passion and death. He, with Mary, the Mother of Jesus, stood at the foot of the Cross in faithful love, receiving and reciprocating the gift of Christ. Finally, the beloved disciple was also the first to recognize and to believe in the Lord’s Resurrection, even before the Risen One had himself appeared to his Apostles in visible form. Love gave him a receptive heart, which was made soft by the gentle touch of God; and this receptivity, born of a filial trust, opened his eyes to see with a profound vision of faith and love. And then he spent the rest of his life trying to help others to see, trying to communicate to them the same vision of faith, the same deep intuition of love, which had healed and transformed his own life.

But why is all of this important for us as we begin these reflections on the Gospel of John? Who is this beloved disciple? His name is never given to us, for he hides himself in the shelter of Christ’s loving presence, simply referring to himself as “beloved.” Yet he refers to himself in this way for two reasons: both in gratitude and reverence for the unique love that he has received from Jesus, but also because he is inviting us to recognize that we are also, each one of us, the beloved disciple of Jesus. Despite his veiling of his own name, nonetheless, there is an indication of who he is at the high point of the Gospel: after Jesus entrusts his Mother into the care of the beloved disciple, he releases his life into the hands of the Father, and then a soldier pierces his side with a lance, causing blood and water to flow out. The writer of the Gospel then interrupts the narrative and says: “He who saw this has borne witness—his testimony is true, and he knows that he tells the truth—that you also may believe” (Jn 19:35). Who could this eye-witness have been, if all of the other Apostles had fled, and the beloved disciple alone stood at the foot of the Cross? In these words, we see that this “disciple whom Jesus loved” is also the author of the Gospel!

But do we know the name of the author of the Gospel? Are we able to identify the man who concealed himself in the shelter of the love of Christ? The tradition of the Church has always understood, from the earliest days, that he is none other than the Apostle John. There is no reason to doubt this testimony, which was almost universally acknowledged from the earliest days of the Church (by those who would have known John himself!). Therefore, in all that follows, it will be taken for granted that John is the beloved disciple, the disciple who leaned against the breast of Jesus at the Last Supper and stood with Mary at the foot of the Cross.

This is why this Gospel is called the Gospel according to John, for it comes from his own testimony, from the witness of his own heart, his own life, his own words.​[*] Yes, in the words of this Gospel we can hear the heartbeat of the beloved disciple himself; we can hear him inviting us to enter into the depths of his own spiritual contemplation, his own encounter with the ineffable beauty of the Crucified and Risen Son, and of the Father and the Spirit to whom he is eternally united. In a word, through the heartbeat of the beloved disciple, we are invited to hear, to feel, and to surrender to the heartbeat of the beloved Son himself, who for his part always rests in the bosom of the Father, united to the eternal heartbeat of Love that throbs in his most tender paternal breast.
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IN THE BEGINNING
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Before entering into the particular verses of the text of the Gospel, before immersing ourselves in the intricacies of the narrative and the richness to be found in the words, I want to first speak in “broad strokes.” Just as in painting, I want to cover the canvas with color before beginning to fill in the shapes and details of this beautiful portrait—this portrait of the One who is the true Desire of every human heart, and in whom the unique identity of each one of us is also radiantly reflected.

In other words, by giving a “big picture” perspective, I hope to allow a deeper and more intimate access to the beautiful message of the Gospel as it addresses us. Therefore, for the next few reflections, I will not be in direct contact with the text (at least not explicitly), but will be looking instead at our own human experience, from the bottom up, as it were. Hopefully this will bring out into the open the deep longings of our hearts, the innate expectation we bear within us for “something”—a something which is precisely what the message and Person of Christ offers to us. And you will see, I trust, that such reflections really lead us right to the heart of the meaning of the words into which, soon enough, we will plunge.​[*]
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The world has been born from Love and returns to Love, and it is enveloped in the arms of Love. This is particularly true for each one of us, for every unique human person created in the image and likeness of God. Despite the claims of our contemporary world, we do not enter into the world and the human community as isolated and autonomous individuals. We do not enter the world in such a way that everyone else remains “outside” of and arbitrary to us, and matters to us only insofar as we wish to let them in. Rather, we are born from the very heart of community, from within the context of the coming-together of persons in love. We owe our very being, our very life to other persons—to our parents. And not only that, but we awaken to self-consciousness, not from enclosed within ourselves, but precisely from the love that we receive from the outside, from the look and the smile of another.

Let us reflect for a moment on the most basic and foundational experience that each one of us has as a little child, as an infant in the arms of our mother. A little child shortly after birth has not yet awakened to a full self-consciousness, that is, to a consciousness of her own “I” as separate from the world around her and from the “You” of other persons. Of course, she lives these relationships already—as she did even in the womb—and implicitly experiences this relationality that marks her whole existence. But there comes a point when the full light of personal awareness dawns upon her, or rather awakens within her. As we said, this comes about precisely through the presence of another, through the love that she receives from another.

The mother holds her child in her arms, close to her bosom, and smiles upon her. At some point, this child, looking into the loving eyes of her mother and receiving her smile, spontaneously smiles back. What is happening here? The little child is having a profound intuition which proves to be the foundation for all of the experiences of the rest of her life. This is her “original experience” that sets the context for everything else that follows. What is she experiencing? In this moment of encounter, she awakens to full personal awareness, and her experience is: You... Me... and the love between us.

This is what the child experiences in this moment of recognition. She awakens to the beauty and mystery of the other person, of her mother, who is for her a source of love, of security, and of peace. And precisely from her recognition of the other, she becomes fully aware of herself: of her own unique “I.” In a profound sense, her own “I” is a gift to her from another; she receives herself as a gift from the love of another person. Therefore, she belongs to herself only because she first belongs to another; she is her own only because she is a gift.

Further, this mutual relationship of “You” and “I” is entirely sealed with the joy of communion, in an intimacy that is utterly safe and secure. The child feels protected by her mother; she feels herself, indeed, to be entirely enveloped in the arms of Love, which her mother manifests and symbolizes for her. Because she experiences her own personal identity, not in isolation, but precisely in the context of loving relationship, of intimacy, she feels no need to close herself off from the other, to protect her own “individuality” from the other. Rather, she feels that she comes from communion, and thus wants to return to communion ever more deeply.

In this encounter between mother and child, the child is profoundly dependent on her mother for everything, especially at first. Nonetheless, this dependence is not a threat to the individuality of the child, but rather the very “space” in which this individuality grows and matures in safety. In a word, the little child’s own unique and unrepeatable identity is not threatened by the identity of her mother. They are both distinct, and yet they are one; they are united. Indeed, it is precisely because they are two, two different persons, that they can be united in the deepest way, not by being absorbed into each other and losing their individuality, but by sharing themselves with one another, by belonging to one another in love and trust. This sharing exists at such an intimate level in the relationship between mother and child that the child even lives within her mother for more than nine months. Further, this living within the womb of another is not only a matter of location, for the child is dependent on her mother in every way for her own life, sustenance, and growth. The womb is the place of all-enveloping and sheltering love, the place where the vulnerable and defenseless child is protected, cared for, and allowed to grow and develop in her own unique and sacred life.

Even when the child is brought forth into the world through the labor-pains of her mother (which again is an expression of the giving and sharing of oneself), she is still dependent upon her mother. Yes, she still indeed drinks of the being and the body of her mother for a long time after birth. Here we see the beautiful interchange of persons that lies at the origin of our human experience in this world. The child receives all from her mother, from her mother’s generosity and love; and the mother in turn receives from the child. First of all, her very willingness to carry her child and to bring her into the world is an act of love and generosity. Therefore, in order to give herself to her child, she must first be willing to accept the child. And she continues to accept her, and receives from her child just as the child receives from her. Often times what she receives is “morning sickness” or aches in the lower back, but on a deeper level she receives the joy of this new, precious life growing within her. She receives the child’s first kicks, her movements in the womb. Then the mother receives the first encounter after birth, and the long days of care and nurture in which she is touched and enriched, challenged and transformed by this life, by this precious and beloved person, for whom she cares and gives herself.

In summary, we see in this most basic human relationship a glimpse of the deep meaning of Jesus’ words: “Abide in me, and I in you” (Jn 15). The mother and child live with, and in a deep way, for one another. And because of this deep sharing, they also live in one another, if not physically, then spiritually, emotionally, personally. They carry one another in the heart.

You... Me... and the love between us, the love that unites us together...

ישוע
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In the previous reflection, we began our journey by looking at the “foundational experience” of the little child in the arms of her mother. We said that this experience, as it were, “paves the way” for all future experiences of our life in this world. Indeed, it is meant to be a kind of interpretive key, a lens through which we can understand the meaning of our existence. What did we say that this key was? It is the unspoken intuition that all things come from Love, are enfolded in Love, and return to Love...that my own life itself is cradled unceasingly in the arms of Love. It is also the intuition that intimacy is the deepest meaning of human life and our highest vocation, the only space in which our hearts can truly find rest. Precisely the mother, in a unique way, reveals this mystery to her child, and we will soon see how our Blessed Mother, Mary, plays an important role in giving us access to this “key” once again. But let us now try to go deeper into this foundational experience, to draw to light more of its characteristics.

In this parent-child relationship, we see not only a kind of “sanctuary” of love that God has preserved in the heart of his creation (where the child can receive the love so necessary for her well-being, even if the surrounding world is broken and fractured). We see even more: we recognize that this relationship is a beautiful “image” of the Trinity—of the intimacy shared eternally by the Father and the Son in their one Spirit. How is this? Let us try to cast our interior gaze, in faith, upon what God has revealed concerning his own inner life as Trinity. Let us try to contemplate his beauty revealed to us in Christ, and made clear through the teaching of his Church. We will see how this fulfills, in the most perfect way, what we spoke about in the previous reflection: the reality of You, Me, and the Love between us...and also the way in which distinct persons share together in the most perfect “We” of togetherness without losing their uniqueness, but rather find it fulfilled precisely in the intimacy that they share.

For all eternity, the Father gives himself totally to the Son; he pours out his very life and being into the Son in pure and unconditional love. And this act of total self-donation is also, simultaneously, an act of perfect acceptance, in which the Father makes himself a welcoming-space and a home for his beloved Son. The Son, for his part, welcomes this gift of the Father, in which he has his own true identity as the Son, as the One who is loved by the Father and in relationship with the Father. He knows his “I” before the “You” of the Father; and in this knowledge, in this mutual beholding, he receives the gift of himself and gives himself spontaneously and freely back to the Father. Finally, the Love that the Father and the Son share, the gift that passes eternally between them, is the Holy Spirit. Yes, the Spirit is the Love that binds the Father and the Son together in perfect intimacy; he is, as it were, the Kiss that they share, so intimate that their breath mingles together as one.

In the relationship between mother and child—and in all human relationships, each in their own way—this mystery of the Holy Trinity is constantly revealed and at work. We said that the mother-child relationship is a kind of “sanctuary” that God has preserved in the midst of our fallen and broken world, so that each one of us will receive the foundational experience on which the rest of our lives can be built and from which they can blossom. This experience is the experience of coming as a gift from the love of another. It is also an experience of coming from communion, being enveloped in communion, and growing into communion. One’s own individuality, one’s own personal identity, is not opposed to union with the other, to belonging to the community, but rather matures precisely within it—within the trust-filled sharing of persons in love.

From this space of intimate relationship, as the child grows, her self-awareness deepens. She becomes more conscious of her “I” and lives it with greater deliberateness. And this is an entirely good thing. Communion is not the loss of individuality in a mass of “togetherness,” but the fully conscious, fully free sharing of persons with one another in love. This allows them to be aware both of the “I” and the “You,” and also of the “We” that their unity makes possible. This living of the “I” and “You” together, their living in one another, and their sharing a common experience of intimacy: this is the truest and deepest joy that the human heart can experience. Indeed, it is precisely this breathtaking intimacy for which we have been created.

It is also important to note that this human relationship bears in itself a mystery greater than itself. When the child awakens to the love of her mother, when she experiences her own self enfolded in the shelter of love, she has an intuition that the deepest truth of reality itself is Love. She connects in her mind and her heart the reality of Love and the reality of Being. What exists is good and beautiful because it comes from Love, returns to Love, and remains enveloped in Love. Yes, it is all an expression of Love, an “outpouring” of Love’s abundant generosity. (Here the statement of God to Moses—I AM HE WHO IS—is spontaneously glimpsed to be I AM HE WHO IS LOVE.) Of course, this intuition is not some kind of intellectual theory or a concept in the child’s mind. Rather, it is, as we have said, the “original experience” and the foundational awareness—at the wellspring of all thought, emotion, and willing—from which the rest of human life is meant to mature and blossom.

This also means that the child is naturally and spontaneously a believer in God. No person is naturally an atheist. Denial of God’s existence is profoundly contrary to nature and the aspirations of the human heart. It is, rather, caused by human brokenness and sin, a rupture where there was meant to be unity, blindness where there was meant to be vision. But in the experience of love and communion, the human heart spontaneously expands to an awareness of God. It expands from an experience of love (small “l”) to a recognition of Love (capital “L”). It is only necessary for the parents of the child to foster this, to protect it, and through their words, their example, and their instruction, to help the child grow up into a conscious, mature, and free relationship with God.

This too is perhaps the best way to explain the mystery of the Trinity, not as an abstract idea, but rather as it really is: a Family of Persons joined together in Love. In this way a door is opened for an intimate relationship with the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit to grow and deepen. Our most intimate human experiences, in other words, unveil for us—however little—a glimpse of the immense Beauty of the Trinity, who is for all eternity a Community of Persons existing in perfect intimacy with one another. Just as the mother and child belong to one another intimately, being united together in a single love that “knits” their hearts together, so this is even more true of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The very beauty of human intimacy in this world was deliberately made by God as an “image” of his own Divine Life, and it awakens in our hearts the longing to return to this Life. For only in the sheltering embrace of the Trinity can our hearts, touched by human intimacy but thirsting for more, at last find enduring rest.
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We said in the previous reflection that the relationship between mother and child is a sanctuary that God has preserved in the midst of creation. In this space God provides a safe place in which we can grow; he also gives us a foundational intuition of the mystery of Love and of our deepest vocation to intimacy. Finally, as we said, this encounter of love is an image of the very inner life of the Trinity itself.

From this sacred space of the relationship with her mother, the child will naturally grow into a healthy sense of her own individuality and into loving and trust-filled relationships with others. However, as we know, there are also many things that militate against this natural development. The world we live in is profoundly broken, and what God has joined together has been rent asunder by human sin. We need to think only of the tragedy of abortion, in which the womb that was meant to shelter becomes the most unsafe place. Or we think of the wounds that are so often left by adoption—which in itself is a gift of loving acceptance and desire by the adoptive parents, but which takes time to be understood by the adopted child, who often has the ingrained sense that one has been rejected by one’s biological parents and is therefore unwanted. In a word, healing and liberation comes when the face of Love and its sheltering embrace is rediscovered as stronger even than the limitations and failures of one’s parents. We think also of neglect or abuse. If you are someone who has suffered from any of these, you have probably found the above meditations very difficult. I only ask you to persevere...for there is a powerful and beautiful answer.

God created us out of the abundance of his pure love and generosity; he fashioned us to be as a little child in his arms, receiving and reciprocating his smile, his look, his embrace. We are born from the communion of the Trinity’s life and invited to return at last into the fullness of the Trinity’s perfect embrace...into the beauty of the communion shared eternally by the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. However, from the first sin of Adam and Eve until now, the human heart has been tempted to tear apart the inseparable union between “You” and “I.” It has been tempted to refuse to be dependent on Another, to receive oneself as a gift from Another, to belong to Another in vulnerability and love.

The temptation of the serpent was precisely this, wasn’t it? Let us read the account:


Now the serpent was more subtle than any other wild creature that the LORD God had made. He said to the woman, “Did God say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree of the garden’?” And the woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees of the garden; but God said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you die.’” But the serpent said to the woman, “You will not die. For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate; and she also gave some to her husband, and he ate. Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves aprons. And they heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the garden. But the LORD God called to the man, and said to him, “Where are you?” And he said, “I heard the sound of you in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself.” (Genesis 3:1-10)



The serpent tricked Adam and Eve into believing that they were not safe and sheltered in God’s love, that they were not loved and desired for their own sake. Rather, he deceived them into believing that God was withholding things from them, jealous of his own “prerogatives.” He also insinuated that God was a Taskmaster who imposed arbitrary burdens in order to enslave his creatures to himself. He made them think that the communion that enfolded them, the all-enveloping embrace of the Father, was constricting them from being their true selves, and that in order to be free and “mature” they needed to rebel and go their own way. Rather than abiding in childlike playfulness within the enveloping security of the Father’s love, in the joy and peace of being infinitely and unconditionally loved, they wanted to be in “control” and to go their own way. In this desire for a false autonomy, they were tempted to create from within themselves what could only come as a gift from the outside.

In truth, they were a gift from Another, and in simply accepting this gift they had everything else as well. The Father’s Love enfolded and protected them, and as long as they consented to remain rooted in this Love, to remain always within this Love, they could exist and blossom fully in their own unique personal existence. Here “You” and “I” and “We” would be profoundly united, creating together a beautiful harmony of love and relationship: the intimacy for which the human heart was created and in which alone it can be at rest! Each human person would be united to God, the loving Father, as his precious child. And from this place of communion with God, they would also be able to relate to other human persons in freedom, confidence, and joy—since all of their relationships would spring from the Father’s Love within them and remain encompassed within this Love. In other words, because all would abide in the bosom of the Father, they would be able to share themselves with one another too, being united profoundly within the intimacy that God’s cradling Love makes possible.

But, as we know, Adam and Eve turned away... They chose the path of isolation rather than the path of communion. They refused to belong to Another—to the One who was the very Source of their existence and their only true Home. They refused to be vulnerable before the gift of his love, and to give themselves to him, and to one another, in return. Rather, they grasped the gift as their own possession and turned it away from the Giver. They wanted to master it, to make it merely their own (even though it was their own, precisely as his gift!). They wanted to bring forth from within themselves the fulfillment of their desires—desires which only unceasing acceptance of God’s free gift can satisfy.

And now the whole history of our world, and every human life, is marked by the rupture that this first sin caused, and which is perpetuated in every sin committed since. Now we see that, corresponding to the “original experience” of enveloping Love, there is an “original rupture” which seeks to cut off the human heart from this Love, to close it in upon itself. Rather than expanding on the touch of Love, being wide-open and vulnerable in trusting acceptance and reciprocal surrender, the heart is tempted to collapse into narrowness in fear and shame, crying out with Adam: “I was afraid, because I was naked, so I hid myself.” Every sin, indeed, can be understood as a way of “hiding from the Lord God among the trees of the garden.” A way of seeking to cover over one’s vulnerability with partial and fading things. A way of seeking fulfillment in what cannot satisfy.

We saw earlier that, in her experience of her mother’s love, the little child spontaneously desires to receive this love ever more deeply and to give herself back in return. The same was true of Adam and Eve before the fall—in relationship with their loving Father. But after sin, the very face of Love was fractured for them, since they could no longer see, their trust in the goodness of the Father having died in their hearts. Because of this, the ardent and life-giving desire that springs spontaneously from loving encounter—from that shared smile of recognition—is submerged under the fear of being unsafe, unsheltered, and unloved. The human person now begins to live out of fear rather than out of desire. He or she sees life, vulnerable human relationships, and the commands of God, no longer as a liberating gift, as a pure expression of Love’s generosity, but as an external and arbitrary burden, constricting the heart. One thinks that one must now “measure up” and attain through one’s own efforts to what was meant only to be a pure gift, received, interiorized, and lived in joyful freedom.

Rather than living from Love, within Love, and ever deeper into Love, the person now feels that it is necessary to live toward Love...a Love that is inaccessible and absent and can only be found at the end of a long and lonely journey. This, of course, is a lie. God’s Love is just as present to us as it has always been; it still envelops us entirely on all sides; it still penetrates every fiber of our being. But we have become closed to its presence, and turned in upon ourselves. The living relationship that was meant to be ours with God has been ruptured by sin, by false independence, by fear. Our hearts have collapsed in upon themselves, and we are tempted to clothe ourselves with whatever we can find to hide our nakedness...since we are afraid to open ourselves to vulnerability, uncertain of whether or not authentic Love will be there to receive and shelter us.
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RE-OPENING TO THE GIFT OF LOVE
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In the last reflection, we saw the tension that exists, in our fallen world, between the beauty of Love inviting us into the fullness of relationship, and the disorder of possessiveness and fear which inclines us to close ourselves off from others. Let us go deeper here, to see how this turning away in sin and false independence is precisely a loss of gratitude and the spirit of playfulness, a loss of the joy of knowing oneself to be enfolded in the love and care of another—of God himself. It is also the loss of the confidence that allows us to open ourselves, trustingly and vulnerably, to the love and gift coming to us from the outside. After noting this, we will begin to speak about the path of healing that we are invited to walk: reopening the wounds of our hearts to the healing touch of Love once again.

We saw that, upon encountering the gaze and the smile of her mother, the child spontaneously smiles back. And as she grows, this smile matures into other, more conscious, ways of expressing love. For example, she begins to want to give kisses. Even later, she wants to help her mother in any way she can—by “helping” her cook, or clean, or fold laundry. And above all she wants to play with her mother and in her mother’s presence. Indeed, her very “helping” is but an expression of her playful attitude, and she does not at first experience it as a form of “work.” Her confidence and security within all-enveloping love allows her to be carefree, relaxed, and playful. Play, indeed, is the highest expression of human activity, the ultimate “way of being” for which we were created by God. This is because work is a means to an end, and something often undertaken out of necessity, a task in service of something else. But play is its own end and is done for its own sake, a simple exuberant expression of the gratuity of existence...that is, its “unnecessary” goodness and beauty. Indeed, it is simply the expression of our joyful and trusting acceptance of life, of the gift of love, and the surrender of ourselves to its radiant mystery.

What happens, however, whenever the child experiences neglect or abuse, or a fracturing of this “original experience” that we have spoken about? This is a tragedy, which attacks the very foundational intuition of human existence—but it can be healed. In the seamless fabric of the child’s experience of love there is a tear, an ugly rip. Her original experience of love is now threatened by the original rupture of sin and evil. Even without experiences of severe neglect or abuse, in the life of every one of us this original rupture becomes present. This is not only because our world is broken, and our experience of love and shelter is always in some degree imperfect. It is also because within our own hearts, due to original sin, we bear the original rupture. This rupture is manifested in what the Church calls “concupiscence,” or the disordered desires to close in upon oneself in isolation, in false independence, and to grasp rather than receiving and living in complete openness.

The whole of our life, we can say, is a matter of healing the original rupture and returning to the original experience—and, indeed, as we will see, of surrendering to the Love that we first glimpsed in our original experience, so as to be carried into the final consummation of this experience in the arms of Divine Love that awaits us at the end of time. Our life and healing is a matter of reopening the closed heart to the openness of love once again—reopening the heart to receive anew the gift of life, the gift of oneself, and the gift of love from another...and ultimately and definitively, from God. Further, when the gift of love is received, it bears within itself the reciprocal gift. In other words, when we truly know ourselves to be loved, we spontaneously yearn to love in return, to surrender ourselves totally to the one who loves us.

But the original rupture has cut off this desire to give ourselves away in love; this is something that has been submerged under a swamp of fear and distrust. But this desire remains present nonetheless, buried under all of our wounds, our sins, our shame. Indeed, every fear conceals within itself a deeper desire. Every fear is only a desire that has not found authentic expression, but rather has been repressed by hesitancy and by withdrawal from vulnerability. We can, in fact, never cease to desire love and intimacy. This is true not only because of our implicit “memory” of our original experience of love and communion in the arms of our mother, but even more fundamentally, because of our “memory” of being created by God out of love. This is, we could say, the “memory prior to every memory.” Each one of us has, as it were, the “fingerprint” of God impressed upon our inmost heart. This is the most fundamental “original experience” that goes even deeper than our earliest encounter with another human being.

This “fingerprint” is, as it were, our memory of being created in God’s image and likeness...being created from the bosom of his own love and communion, and in order to share in this communion. It is as if God has pressed us to his Heart at the first moment of our creation, and has indeed created us precisely through this gentle touch against his pulsating Heart, overflowing with love. Therefore, perhaps it would be better to speak of God’s “heart-print.” Our very innermost being bears his seal, the mark of his own unconditional and total love, and the beauty of his own Being impressed uniquely upon us...and this is something we can never erase or destroy.

Therefore we long...we yearn...we thirst...we desire... We desire to return into the arms of this Love, to experience the understanding, acceptance, shelter, and protection of the One who created us from himself and for himself.

What does all of this mean for our healing, for our passage from rupture to unity, from fear to desire, from isolation to love? First of all, it means that healing cannot come merely from within ourselves, through our own effort. Rather, we must receive the gift of love from another—from other human persons, but above all from God himself. Only in letting ourselves be loved, in welcoming the gift, can our hearts reopen and expand into the joy of love and communion again. Yes, full healing and transformation can ultimately occur only through relationship with God himself—a relationship which safeguards and enfolds all of our human relationships, but also goes much deeper. God’s Love goes into the space in our inmost heart that no human hand can touch, but which has been touched by God at the very beginning, and is unceasingly cradled by him still.

We cannot heal ourselves, and yet, nonetheless, there is something we can do, and it takes courage. First of all, it is simply to be willing to let ourselves be loved. It is to open our hearts to vulnerability again, to heart-to-heart encounter, to sharing the things we want to hide, so that they can be touched and healed by love.

And within this context we can name our fears, acknowledge what closes our hearts in upon themselves, recognize the barriers we build to protect ourselves—and open these fears to God and to others who can love us in them and through them. But not only can we acknowledge our fears and interior obstacles, but we can look deeper: to the desire hidden underneath our fear. As we said, every fear conceals a deeper desire. The very fear of being unloved conceals the desire for love. The very fear of vulnerability hides the desire for vulnerability. The very fear of sharing oneself with another conceals precisely the desire to share oneself with someone who will understand, accept, and unconditionally love you in your unique mystery. And the fear of giving oneself away, of belonging to another, conceals, mysteriously, the desire to truly become a gift to another, to commit oneself lovingly to another.

Therefore, when we open up the fears of our hearts, naming them and sharing them with the One who loves us, we can allow him to lead us to get in touch with our deepest and most authentic desires. It is then that the question of Christ can resound in our soul: “What do you desire?” We return from “exile” into the authentic truth of our being once again, and we recognize that we are thirsting for love, yearning for intimacy. And here God offers himself to us as the One who alone can quench our thirst and satisfy our desire...by drawing us back into the shelter of his perfect Love and everlasting intimacy.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


ישוע

TO GIVE MYSELF AWAY IN LOVE
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We said in the previous reflection that every fear conceals in itself a deeper desire that is seeking to find authentic expression. Because of original sin, and because of the wounds that we have received in our own individual lives, we have a tendency to live motivated by fear rather than by desire. Indeed, sometimes we are afraid to name our desires, to come to terms with them, to allow them to express themselves. We are often afraid to desire. This is because we fear that such desires will never find authentic fulfillment, but only intensify our sense of emptiness when we realize that there is no object that can satisfy them. Or we feel guilty for having such desires, because the face of Love was obscured for us by a relationship with our parents (or others) that was primarily about “obligations” and “rules” that we were not led to understand as simply expressions of love. Perhaps we even felt that their love for us was conditional, that we had to “measure up” to be worthy of their love and approval, rather than experiencing that their love was the prior gift from which the rest of our life, in freedom, could flow.

This fractured experience of human love, also, corresponds with innate tendencies within the fallen human heart, in which we spontaneously project onto God, our loving Father, an image which is not true: the image of an arbitrary Taskmaster or Lord whose love is conditional upon our “perfect performance.” This kind of vision of God—which as we saw is the very lie of the tempter in the Garden of Eden—leads us to repress our desires for love and intimacy under an attitude primarily motivated by fear. Yet these very desires are what fuel the fear! I yearn for unconditional love, for enduring intimacy, and yet I fear that I am not worthy of this, and so I must do all I can to make myself worthy. Or I even fear the vulnerability of seeking love and relationship, because I am afraid of being hurt or let-down, and so close myself off into the “safety” of my own locked and caged-up heart.

In both cases, I fail to receive my desires themselves as gifts from another, as signs and promises of the fulfillment for which I was made...as gifts corresponding with the deepest meaning of my own life and with the authentic desires of the One who gives me this life. But the truth is this: the only ultimate reason that God created me was precisely for the sake of love and intimacy! He made me for the sake of deep and abiding intimacy with him...such that I am always cradled in his innermost embrace, sheltered in his tender love for me. And, secondarily, he also made me for the sake of communion with my brothers and sisters, a communion made possible precisely within the all-enfolding Love of God that binds us together and allows us to be open to one another in confidence and mutual understanding.

All of this being said, it is precisely my deepest and most authentic desires—for love, for intimacy, for mutual understanding, for the experience of being cherished, accepted, reverenced, and held!—that reveal the deepest truth of who I am. Indeed, they open the door for me to experience the way in which God himself sees me, the authentic truth of who I am in his loving eyes. By getting in touch with these desires, therefore, I can open these desires to his healing and loving gaze, and find myself gradually set free by the gift of his total and unconditional love.

Let us go more deeply into this by looking again at the dichotomy between fear and desire. We were saying earlier that fear is felt as a heavy external obligation, a burden arbitrarily placed on our shoulders. This is because the awareness of love is lost, and we no longer see our life, and the intentions of God concerning us, as a loving gift. We are therefore tempted to spend our life either running away from obligation, or embracing it as a lifeless burden. How do we get beyond this dilemma? Part of it is to recognize that obligation is not truly proper to fear, but rather to love, that it finds its meaning and purpose not in fear but in love. In our culture, of course, this is difficult to see, for we live in a world that is afraid of obligation, afraid of any commitment that comes from the outside which could hinder our so-called “autonomy.” However, the deeper truth of the matter is that obligation springs spontaneously from love and desire. In other words, obligation is not meant to be a matter of fear and external necessity, but rather something that arises from the depths of our own heart, awakened to love in response to the gift of the other.

In short, love desires to oblige itself. This is because, in receiving love from another, the heart desires spontaneously to give itself back—totally and forever. Therefore love willingly embraces obligation—and obliges itself to the other. This is clear in the very word obligation (ob-ligo) which means “to bind” oneself. We see this, for example, in the case of love between man and woman. When their love is mature, they want to bind themselves to one another in a lifelong commitment, because they want their union, their self-giving, their intimacy to endure forever and to grow to its full flowering. Also, touched by the beauty and goodness of the other, of the one whom they love, they yearn to bring joy to the other person and to serve with all their heart the full flowering of the other person in happiness, freedom, and joy. This, too, leads to a profound movement of “binding” oneself to another—both in intimacy and in pursuit of the other’s good—which is really simply the handing over of oneself to another.

Do our hearts pull back in fear before such a radical surrender into the hands of another? Surely no human person is capable of receiving such a surrender? This is correct. In truth, no created being is capable of receiving such a gift in its fullness. Only in God can we truly make such an absolute surrender, a complete and trusting abandonment of ourselves into his loving hands. But when we give ourselves to God, then we are opened also to give ourselves to God in the other, and to the other in God. In this way, even our surrender to other human persons can be, in a way, absolute, because it rests in God and not in the other alone. Further, it springs from the wellspring of God’s own love and our reciprocal love for God, which encompasses in itself our particular relationships with other persons.

But how can we begin to restore our lost confidence in God’s love, in his sheltering embrace that gives us the confidence and the desire to surrender ourselves in such a way? How can we begin anew to experience the all-enveloping arms of Love—the shelter, the care, the tenderness, the protection of Love—which alone can awaken and sustain our loving response?

We said that in the previous reflection that it is necessary to receive love from the outside, to receive the gift of healing through the love of another. But ultimately no human person, however necessary and important they are in our path of healing, and however mature and constant their love is, can fully bring us the love we seek. This is because we thirst for a Love that is infinite and eternal; a Love that is boundless; a Love that envelops us entirely in itself and penetrates our entire being; a Love that knows everything about us and still cherishes us as sacred and beautiful, that indeed is the very source and safeguard of our beauty, our value, and our unique mystery.

In our next reflection we will see how God comes to minister to us precisely in this deep need for absolute Love...how he touches us in our very fear and brokenness in order to re-open us to his gift. Yes, we will begin to see how he restores to us our experience of Love, which has become fractured, and thus leads us back into the childlike confidence that we have lost.
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We can at last come full circle in our reflections. We spoke of the original experience of a child in her mother’s arms, and how this is an image of the mystery of the Trinity. It is a glimpse of our ultimate destiny and an invitation to live from love, within love, and for love—to find ourselves and our happiness within the all-enveloping embrace of love and communion. But this primal experience of being held in the bosom of our mother, in the bosom of love, is fractured in so many ways in this world. How can it be restored, definitively and fully—not by a broken and limited human heart, but by Love himself?

Saint John writes in the beginning of his Gospel: “No one has ever seen God; the only-begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, he has made him known” (Jn 1:18). Yes, here we have the answer. This verse, after our reflections, jumps out to us with a new and profound meaning. The Son, resting and playing eternally in the bosom of his Father, in the shelter and joy of his Love, comes into our world as a man among us. He is born of a human mother; he grows in human maturity. He experiences, with us and for us, our own original experience, not only in the heart of his divine life in the Trinity, but as an infant in his mother’s arms.

He has the same intuition of Love as we do, and yet this is but the transposition of his eternal experience as the beloved Son of the Father into time...into a human mind and heart. In other words, when his human consciousness awakens to the mystery of Love, which he first encounters in the loving face of Mary, he immediately recognizes it as the all-enveloping Love of his heavenly Father. Further, as he awakens to self-consciousness, he knows who he is: the beloved Son of such a loving Father. Therefore, his being cradled in the arms of his mother is but an expression of his being cradled forever in the arms of his heavenly Father. Here the “image” and the “Reality,” human love and Trinitarian Love, meet and intersect in the most profound way. Here Love himself is held in the arms of Love, and mediating this encounter between Love and Love, between Father and Son, is a humble woman, the Blessed Virgin Mary.

By coming to us in this awesome way, Jesus not only experiences our own humanity, our own life experience, but he does so precisely so that he can journey with us through everything. He becomes our Friend and Companion through every stage of our life, and in every experience—those full of beauty and light, and those full of sorrow and darkness. Further, he loves us in the place where we find ourselves—in the place where he unites himself to us—in the midst of our brokenness, our fear, our sin.

He loves us as the One who knows himself to be infinitely loved by the Father, who rests always in his Love, and who speaks and acts only from and within this Love. He loves us as the One who is utterly secure in the love of his Father. “The Father has not left me alone, for I always do what is pleasing to him... As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you; abide in my love” (Jn 8:29; 15:9).  Precisely by loving us in this way, Jesus can re-open our own hearts to recognize the face of the Father, and, yes...to recognize that we too are his beloved children. Jesus loves us as the beloved Son, and so reveals to us that we have been created to be beloved children of the Father, to be sheltered in the cradling arms of his Love forever. Christ takes us up, in our fear, in our pain, in our hope, into his own loving embrace, and he holds us close to his compassionate Heart.

Yes, this movement of his love for us reaches its climax in the mystery of his Cross and Resurrection. From the depths of his own unbreakable intimacy with the Father, and his complete openness in love and trust, he pierces into the narrowness of our fear and isolation, our suffering, our loneliness, our pain—in order to break it open again from the inside. He grants us to experience anew this “original experience” that has been so threatened, so broken by the rupture of sin and evil. And yet we experience it, this all-enveloping Love, in an infinitely deeper and stronger way than ever before. For now Love has come to us in the very depths of our brokenness, our darkness, our fear, our isolation, and has enveloped us in his embrace.

In this way he reopens our heart to welcome his tender and generous gift. He enables us to recognize, by looking into his tender gaze upon us, the depths of his love for us, and our own unique identity in his eyes. And, touched by this Love, this breathtaking Love revealed in the Heart of Jesus Crucified, we can allow ourselves to surrender, to be taken up by the movement of Love that sweeps us up in its ardent desire to unite us to itself.

We can be carried, beyond the barriers of fear, beyond the boundaries of sin, suffering, and death, into the everlasting and unbreakable light and joy of the Resurrection. Here there is only love, only the intimacy of hearts bound together in perfect communion through the vulnerability of their mutual acceptance and self-giving. Yes, the Risen Jesus carries us every day of our lives—if only we allow him to carry us—through the passion of this world and into the endless joy of the next. Indeed, he implants the seeds of hope, joy, and freedom—of deep and abiding intimacy—into our hearts and our lives even here and now in this world.

He is already close to us, already holding us. And in this closeness, he carries us unceasingly, moment by moment, toward the consummation that awaits us in the new creation. There we will be immersed forever, with him, in the tender bosom of the Father. We will rest and play, as beloved children within the beloved Son, within the all-enveloping embrace of perfect Love. We will breathe with the Father and the Son their single breath, their Spirit, of endless and eternal joy.
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Everything that I have said above about our original experience of love and communion hopefully provides a foundation for understanding the words of the Gospel more deeply. My goal in trying to “make contact” with our original experience was to cast light on what it really means to be a person, to be created in the image and likeness of God. To be a person is not to be an isolated and autonomous subject, closed in on oneself. Rather, it is to be essentially in relationship. We come into existence from another; our existence is a gift from another. And it is in and through a relationship with the other that we awaken to full personal consciousness and also grow to maturity.

This inherent relation that lies at the core of our personal being, however, does not mean that we do not exist in our own right and for our own sake. There is a space in our interior being where solitude and communion are indeed inseparably united—where our personal uniqueness and our relationship to another are inseparable. We see this in the fact that the necessary relationship that we have with our parents (and with others) points its way back to our foundational relationship with God himself, which transcends all external relationships while also making them possible and being the ground of their authenticity. It is in our relationship with God that we touch the true substance of our personal being. Here we come to the innermost truth of our identity. And this identity is not a mere accumulation of external characteristics or personality traits, nor a mere accumulation of our experiences and our life story, nor is it merely even our subjective consciousness, our awareness of our “I.” Rather, the identity of each one of us is the unique and unrepeatable person whom God sees when he looks upon us. This is what, most fundamentally, makes us a person: to be seen, known, and loved by God, created as someone who bears his own image and likeness.

The very “root” of my personal being is therefore even deeper than my conscious awareness. I cannot grasp it and comprehend it fully, for it is my very relationship with God who unceasingly holds me in existence in his love. And God, as Saint Augustine says, is more interior to me than I am to myself, while also being higher than my highest self (interior intimo meo et superior summo meo).​[3] To enter into the authentic truth of who I am means to enter into his presence, to enter into the place where I am essential relation to him. Said in a less philosophical way: to be a person is to be in a relationship of childhood with the heavenly Father in Christ. It is to be a child before God. Who am I, therefore, in my deepest identity? Who am I in that sacred place at the depths of my being, that place that no one can destroy, but which is instead sheltered by God? I am a beloved child of God.​[*]

This profound interior mystery of my identity, the truth of my personhood in the eyes of God, is what Saint John Paul II points to in speaking of “original solitude.” This solitude is a fundamental element of my original experience of life, abiding at the core of my existence and my being. In a real way it is the fundamental element. But did I not earlier say that our most fundamental experience is not of solitude, but of communion? Yes I did. Original solitude does not mean that my most basic identity is isolation or aloneness. Rather, it means that my most basic identity, rather than a “horizontal” relationship with another human person, is my “vertical” relationship with God, who unceasingly holds me in existence. It is precisely this vertical relationship with God that enables all of my other horizontal relationships, and from which they flow and to which they return.

Each one of us is deeper than any of our concrete relationships within this world, for we come directly from the loving hand and heart of God himself. The very reality of the conception of a child bears witness to this. When the man and the woman come together to share themselves with one another, the moment of a child’s conception that follows is something hidden, secret, and silent. It is a moment that is known to God alone, and is indeed the direct work of God's own creative touch. It is he who brings into being an immortal soul and unites it with the body in the mother’s womb. This is not a merely biological process, but a direct act of God, and expression of his “ordinary miracle working” in the midst of world history. This moment is a reflection, an expression, of his own eternal love, and the first act of his concrete love for the child, in which he looks upon me and wills me absolutely. “You are my son, today I have begotten you,” says Psalm 2:7. Though these words are most perfectly applied to Christ, who is begotten of the Father in the “Today” of eternity, they also apply to each person in the unique “today” of our creation. My being finds its ultimate origin not in my parents alone, but in the direct and loving action of God, who wills me—me uniquely and unrepeatably—to be his precious and beloved child.

What does this mean for the way that I live my life? For the way that I experience myself and my personal identity in this world? First of all, it means that I cannot know myself as I am merely by looking through the eyes of others, nor “navel-gazing” at myself and all my qualities, those I like and those I don’t like. I can only truly experience who I am when I open myself before God and allow him to gaze upon me. When I look trustingly into his loving gaze upon me, I will come to see reflected in his eyes the authentic truth of who I am. This is because, as I said, my very identity is my foundational relationship with him. Further, what God sees is always the truth. To see as he sees, to let him look upon me and unveil before me his vision, is to see myself as I really am.

But let me say more. God always sees the truth. But it is also the case that for God to look is also for God to love. And for God to love is for God to give himself. These are all, for him, really identical. My being, therefore, is not merely a static and enclosed substance (though it is most definitely a substance!), but a ceaseless communication of the generosity of the Father. Here there is a paradoxical union between the “gift-already-given” and the “gift-always-being-given.” It is sometimes said that God is always creating the world at every moment, because if he was not then it would cease to exist. There is much truth to this. My being ceaselessly flows from God’s love at each and every moment. To live my being fully, therefore, is to accept this gift that is being given to me: a gift which is simultaneously my own existence and also the Father’s love for me.

On the other hand, the nature of a gift is that it is completely given in such a way that it cannot be taken back by the giver. It is delivered over entirely, in love, to the recipient. In this sense, my being subsists in itself as something that is my own, something that has been placed within my own hands. It is entrusted into the care of my own freedom. But does this entail that I can live it without reference to the Giver, without reliance on the One who ceaselessly gives me life and sustains me in his love? Obviously not. For it is a gift fully given, yet a gift that is, in its inner nature, a relationship. To refuse the relationship is to fracture the gift at its very root, in its most essential meaning.

ישוע



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


OPENING TO THE LIGHT
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In the light of what I said about the meaning of my personal identity as a living relationship with God, I can revisit the earlier words on the nature of sin. In the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve were created in a state of complete openness to God. They remained before him in trusting and childlike dependence, receiving in gratitude and freedom the gift of his love, and the gift of their own existence cradled within this love. In a word, they dwelt in the authentic truth of original solitude: in the inner sanctuary of the heart where they were united to God in trust and love, in an intimate filial relationship. They received the gift and lived it as it was meant to be lived, in a profound relationship with the Giver. Indeed, as I have said, the gift itself is precisely this relationship to the Giver.
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