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Dedication

 

This book is dedicated to guests of the Gubbio Project, homeless men and women who engage in sacred sleep in the pews and on the floor of St. Boniface Church in San Francisco, California. I am honored and privileged to serve among our homeless guests twice weekly as their chaplain. When I gaze into their eyes, I see the eyes of Jesus looking back at me.
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Introduction

 

You may already know the joy of peace and justice work and want to do more of it. But how can you find the time to do the work of God if you are among the many of us who are over-extended, over-worked and juggling competing values? How can you avoid burnout and being unjust to yourself in the process of helping others?

You may already value contemplation, silence, and prayer as a way to nurture your own soul, connect with God, and help serve others. But sometimes, it seems impossible to get still enough, be un-busy and quiet enough for even a few moments of prayer. You may also be concerned about discerning the voice of God.

I share those concerns as a result of many years of peace and justice work in many venues. The best guidance I can give you is the suggestion to think about prayer, peace and justice work not just as more things to fit into your daily routine. Rather, view prayer as your sustaining source, your interior foundation and preparation for external works of mercy and charity you do as you go about your day.

Whether you are Catholic, a former Catholic, a member of another faith or “spiritual but not religious,” you can learn and be inspired by the long history of Catholic peace and justice teachings and practices. Many of these practices and teachings come from monastic orders, all of which ordered their work and life around prayer throughout the day.

Here is an example from my own life:

“Preach by deeds, and if necessary, use words,” is one of my favorite instructions from St. Francis of Assisi. Whenever I followed this dictum, I was amazed at how important our presence, not just our presents, were to the people we served.

One year, a project I was involved in gave out hand-knitted scarves, each boxed and wrapped by volunteers. One teenager walked about a half block away before opening his gift. Ecstatic, he ran back to me and said it was the first Christmas gift he was ever given in his life. He then kissed me on the cheek before running down the street into the darkness of a foggy and cold night.

Another time, I was impressed by a man who would not take whatever services I was offering until he told me his name and saw that I honored him as a person.1

Over the years and in the course of ministry, I learned that peace and justice work is about mirroring God’s love in the present, everyday, ordinary moment. Often these moments lead to extraordinary expressions of charity and mercy.

Many of us believe that for peace and justice work to be successful, it must always be done in a way that is extraordinary or excessive. In that sense, “labor of love” can easily turn into an obsession or martyrdom, neither of which serves us or those who need our services.

One of my favorite guidelines is, “Strive for simplicity in your peace and justice work.” As St. Francis once said, “While you are proclaiming peace with your lips, be careful to have it even more fully in your heart.” If you’re not sure whether your words or actions are good or bad, right or wrong, simply ask yourself if your heart is at peace. A peaceful heart can be a helpful measuring stick.

Another favorite guideline comes from St. Teresa: “When you are too busy to pray...you are too busy.” There are so many opportunities to do peace and justice work, once we recognize the needs of those in our immediate midst who are hurting. We can make a huge difference when we simply speak out for those who have no voice at a parish council meeting, reach out to a marginalized colleague at the office, or visit a sick friend. We can always reach out to a “black sheep” family member who is being ignored and living in exile.

These are just a few of the everyday opportunities to reflect God’s goodness and kindness in the world. Each opportunity fulfilled can lead to big changes. Consider the child who struggles with homework. Choose to ignore that child, and you may add to his or her discouragement and frustration. Scream out how s/he a worthless loser, and you help cripple his or her ability to know and do the best. Listen to children’s challenges, celebrate their successes and simply bless them with your presence, and you help those children thrive. With your caring goes a bit more confidence and courage to help them find their own ways to love themselves and others, hence, a concrete exercise of peace and justice.

St. Benedict instructed his monks to “work and pray.” People of all faiths have increasingly found that any work can be done so that work and prayer are not mutually exclusive, but complementary. Thus, work-life balance for peace and justice work, nourished by prayer, can be a reality in this hectic world. A big part of the stress-free equation is to embody and value your kindness, then take time to treasure the gifts you receive as you give.

Pray for Justice: 30 Days of Morning and Evening Prayer for Catholics and Other Peaceful People is intended and designed as a practical prayer book for busy people who are seeking to maintain equilibrium between work and prayer. This book recognizes that – in addition to the “normal” stresses of life and work – peace and justice work may invite you to consider doing tasks in a dangerous or unharmonious condition. It recognizes that, desperate as they are for practical help, those we serve are just as in need of attentive caring, even when we are exhausted by all the undertakings that are essential when serving and mirroring Christ in ordinary life.

God’s concern for the poor and marginalized is revealed through transformation of our human hearts. This requires an intimate and loving relationship with God, which requires prayer time. Taking time for prayer can awaken a sense of relatedness, mutuality, inter-dependence, and collaboration with God.

Religious training and experience teach me that when we are in love with God, love from God manifests in our hearts, then it is expressed through our lives. Our relationship with God mirrors our relationships with other humans just as our relationship with other people mirrors our relationship with God. Ultimately, the goodness and kindness of God is revealed through roles of service while we are in solidarity with the least among us.

We simply cannot love that which we do not know and does not know us in return. God’s love for humankind and the ministry of peace and justice with the least among us is a mutual effort of redemption. This is how participating in peace and justice work helps build the Reign of God. Ideally, peace and social justice are stimulated as human freedom grows and matures with a fundamental option for God. According to Father Richard McBrien, this means, “The radical orientation of one’s whole life toward or away from God. [It is] akin to conversion. The moral concept is directly opposed to legalism... which focuses on the morality of individual acts.”2

My hope is that Pray for Justice helps to plant a seed for daily prayer that will sprout and flourish so that we may encounter and serve the face of Jesus in all our work

 

Prayerful Lessons from a Lifetime of Peace and Justice Work. Because many of us learn best from experience and stories, I offer a few examples of how this has worked out for me, often when it was least expected. Hopefully these stories will help stir your own ideas and memories of how precious caring and prayer are to you.

My peace and justice work began many moons ago as a civilian employee with the Department of the Navy, followed by four years of studying at the Franciscan School of Theology at the Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley, California. During that time, while still in formation with my Roman Catholic religious order, I was immersed in the challenges of living in a third-world country, followed by participation in two San Francisco Peace and Social Justice groups: Religious Witness with Homeless People and Father Francis Homeless Program. After retirement, I have worked with St. Anthony’s Dining Room, the Gubbio Project, Alzheimer’s advocacy services and for LGBT equality and justice.

.

Encountering the Face of Jesus while Employed by the Department of Defense. Roughly four times a year I traveled abroad as an Employee Assistance Program Administrator and Counseling Psychologist to provide shore side counseling and educational services to civilian employees in various Asian and Southeast Asian ports of call.

My most frequent destination was Subic Bay Navy Base in the Philippines. Often, after work, I walked across a bridge to Olongapo City for an evening meal. One night I was returning to the base when I noticed a beggar sitting on the bridge’s pedestrian walkway holding a small wicker basket. His or her arms were stretched out, hoping someone would toss a coin in the basket.

I say him or her because the person’s whole body was covered with some sort of fabric; only the whites of the eyes were visible. As I tossed my coin into the basket, the head of the beggar nodded up and down as if communicating “yes” while looking at me with piercing eyes. My heart was overwhelmed with joy, and my eyes filled with tears. I have absolutely no doubt that the eyes of Jesus were gazing back at me.

This brief and overwhelming exchange unexpectedly and abruptly inspired me to journey among and serve those who are in need, outcast, or marginalized in any way. Since then, I have found many ways to simply and joyously serve others.

 

Immersed in the Hungry Face of Jesus in a Third-world Country. During the third year of my M.Div. study at the Franciscan School of Theology, I was elated to return to the Philippines for my immersion practicum.

One night the parish at New Manila, where I lived, had a festival in their social hall. As I ate, I noticed that many malnourished children were observing us from the outside but were not invited to join us. When the feast ended and the last person left the social hall, I invited the children in and had them sit at the tables. I did not ask anyone for permission to give the children the food that remained on the buffet table.

Word must have spread quickly among the children because before I knew it, every seat at every table was filled! I happily served each of them. Though plate portions had to be small enough to provide enough food to many hungry mouths, everybody got enough. Multiplication of the loaves, anyone?

As far as I know, the parish pastoral staff either chose to remain silent and not reprimand me or I was not on their radar screen. Had there been a reprimand, I was prepared to follow the old maxim: sometimes it is better to ask for forgiveness than permission!

 

Encountering the Face of Jesus Among Homeless People. Religious Witness with Homeless People was founded by a nun to advocate for and support shelterless people who slept on the streets of San Francisco. During my involvement, local government officials were cracking down on those sleeping in doorways, in parks, or on public or private property. The police were known to badger homeless men and women in the middle of the night, wake them up, and make them move. Police sometimes confiscated sleeping bags or blankets.

To counter this appalling police conduct, religious and lay folks slept among the homeless in large groups, resolving to keep the police from disturbing the homeless as they quietly slept. On at least two occasions, we invited those without shelter to sleep with us on the steps of City Hall and in Golden Gate Park as an expression of protest. We provided sleeping bags as needed.

The police were notified of our non-violent protest beforehand. The two nights we slept among the homeless, the police came but did not approach our camp. They allowed all gathered to rest without maltreatment.

A favorite prayer says, “May God guide us while we are awake and guard us while we sleep, that sleeping or waking we may be faithful to Christ.” That night, God granted all gathered a “peaceful night and a perfect end.”

 

Encountering the Face of Jesus During Civil Disobedience. Sometimes as we planned non-violent civil disobedience protests, we expected to be arrested so we could challenge oppressive homeless laws through the judicial system. Sometimes we made a legal dent; other times, not so much. Twice I was arrested with several religious nuns, brothers, and priests. One arrest happened in San Francisco’s Union Square, which did not allow sitting or sleeping from dusk to morning, so we simply sat on the ground. One by one the police hauled us off in handcuffs and issued citations. It was amazing how the officers treated women religious in habits with respect and gentleness as they were being handcuffed and cited. I assume those officers were Catholic. Maybe sometimes “Catholic guilt” plays a constructive role!
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“For everyone who asks receives; the one who seeks finds,
and to the one who knocks, the door will be opened.”
Matthew 7:8
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