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Introduction

Most of this book I’ve written during the first nine months of our viral awakenings: COVID-19 and the deepened reckoning of our country’s systemic racism, America’s searing and formative pathology. The pandemic has widened the health and economic divide and has pulled back the curtain, revealing the need for radical changes in the social contract. It’s true enough that we were all caught in the same coronavirus storm, but we soon saw that some were weathering it in ocean liners and some in inner tubes. Some, even, clinging barely to a piece of driftwood. We are in different-size vessels, facing the same storm.

The fault lines have been revealed. We’ve come to see that inequality is not a defect in the system. It is the system. We saw the white, rich curve flatten while the darker, poorer curve was on the rise. (I’ve buried many who succumbed to the virus, which includes three double funerals.) We are all trying not just to make the present bearable but the future possible. We want a different world.

Eight-year-old Dorothy Day was in San Francisco when the 1906 earthquake struck. What she remembered most was the unifying and generous response of everyone in this time of crisis. She asked herself, Why can’t we live this way all the time? It’s a good question that we’ve posed to ourselves during these months. Clearly, 2020 has been our collective “annus horribilis.” And yet, maybe we have also been given a new way of seeing more clearly, seeing that scarcity is a myth and abundance our newfound truth. 2020 vision. They say that when we have more than we need, instead of constructing a higher wall, we build a longer table.

Surely our nation was ailing long before the virus arrived. The pandemic didn’t create our disparity, but it did exacerbate it. It’s become hackneyed to say we don’t want to return to “normal.” We want to put a stick in the spokes of normal. With both systemic racism and poor communities of color disproportionately suffering from the virus, we all would like an invitation to a new paradigm, please. Our current times have reinforced the notion that we don’t change people by arguing with them. The invitation should not enfeeble with guilt but rather enable folks to high purpose. Once we abandon “winning the argument,” we can begin to make the argument with our lives.

Masked and at a distance, I participated in two marches during this period. The experiences for me seemed to obliterate long-held narratives that undergird the lie and denial that hold up a racist system. White folks, I think, felt an epiphany of our complicity in four hundred years of systemic racism, awakening in us a new language and a resolve to grow more and more antiracist. We needed to see each other with the eyes of belonging. Now we must choose to be allies as never before.



For every one of us, the pandemic didn’t just alter plans, it also torpedoed identity. Who am I, after all, if how I am relational gets toppled? Giving talks, presiding at mass in detention facilities, or kicking it in my office with gang members. It all stops and there is grieving to be done. So, you lean into the grief. You allow yourself to be curious about it. This curiosity will always lead to savoring. It will blossom into what Saint Ignatius calls “relishing.” Before you know it, next stop: joy. If we’re lucky, grief never leaves us where it found us.

Kurt Vonnegut wrote toward the end of his life: “If a person survives an ordinary span of sixty years or more, there is every chance that his or her life as a shapely story has ended, and all that remains to be experienced is epilogue. Life is not over, but the story is.”

Epilogue. It’s okay, really. Once you’re a geezer, I’m not sure how “shapely” the story gets. I was interviewed on a podcast recently and the woman asked what I wanted my legacy to be, “you know, now that you’re sliding into home plate?” I said that I didn’t “do legacies” and that I mainly felt I was still at bat. But surrender is the order of the day, and you relinquish things all the time. Eventually, life itself.

While I write this above paragraph, I am interrupted by a call from an LAPD officer, telling me about a guy in the psych ward at White Memorial Hospital Medical Center who says the voices in his head are telling him to “kill Father Boyle.” I’ve never met him. Apparently, he’s never even been to Homeboy Industries. The officer asks if I’m “scared,” meaning, I think, do I feel threatened? and if I am, he will need to pursue this. I ask him to tell the gentleman to “take a number and get in line.” Not sure the cop fully appreciated my humor.

We know that the kinds of stories Jesus told were parables. A man, after a weeklong series of talks I gave at the Chautauqua Institution, told me, “I’m Irish, so don’t tell me what to do; instead, tell me a story.” Okay. I’m Irish, too. And besides, people hope for our attention, not our opinions. Arguments don’t change minds, stories do. Jesus seemed to understand this. Parables don’t tell you what to do and they have no didactic endings. After all, what’s the conclusion of the Prodigal Son? The “moral of that story” is what we put on it… our response to it. Parables were how Jesus tricked people into things. This book will also have parables.

Years ago, I was in the office, all alone, at 7:30 a.m., and I answered the phone.

The voice on the line said, “Hey, G. Are you there?”

I just repeated the question back to the homie on the other end. “Are… you… there?” The homie quickly recognized it as a less-than-stellar question and tried to repair things. “When I said, ‘Are you there,’ I meant, ‘Are you ALL there?’ Like, you know, right in the head?”

“Good recovery,” I told him.

I suppose this book is about being all there.

It’s not every day I get called to testify in a deportation hearing at the Federal Building. The hearing was about a kid I know named Peter, who after ten years in prison now faced being shipped back to Uzbekistan. He came to this country with his mother when he was seven years old and settled in a part of Lincoln Heights where, once he hit his teenage years, he found himself incorporated into a Latino gang. I knew him only from detention facilities. I was happy to help him not get deported.

Throughout the brief proceedings, Peter would try and jog my memory. He was seated behind a table with his lawyer. I was in the witness stand. He’d blurt out, “I was your altar server at Camp Miller.” Or another time, he said quite loudly, “I made my first community with you at Central.” Finally, the judge admonished him enough and threatened to cancel the entire hearing. (Months later they allowed him to stay in the country, and upon his release he worked at Homeboy. Some on the staff took him once to eat sushi. I asked him how he liked it. “I’m doin’ things I never done before, G. I never ate sushi. I still never been to Six Flags, and I never even been to a strip club.” Well, at least… cross sushi off your bucket list!)

After testifying that day, I returned to the office and ran into Mario. I knew he and Peter were from the same gang, so I asked about him. “That’s my dog right there. Yeah… we call him Russian Boy.” Mario continued, with a degree of excitement, to reconnect to the memory of “his dawg.” “Watcha… we were locked up together in County. Cellies. And he’d go out every night and talk to his mom on the pay phone. He talked… Russian… with her.” Then Mario gathers the energy a bit. “Damn, G… he spoke… the WHOLE language.”

Mario meant fluency when he said the “whole language.” I wish to suggest the same here. We are on the lookout for a fuller expression and a wider frame within which to view things. Allow the extravagant tenderness of God to wash over us. Permit the lavishing of such love to surround and fill us, then go into the world and speak the “whole language.” This is the fluency of the mystic, who chooses to live in the soul, inhabiting the tender fragrance of love. The longing of the mystic is to be at home with yourself and then put the welcome mat out so that others find a home in you. In this, we want to be “all there.” The Magi hear in a dream: “Depart by a different route.” In this book, I hope to whisper the same invitation. The whole language sees us departing by a different route.

If we’re honest, the world kind of yawns at “religion,” but snaps to attention when offered the authenticity and authority of the fluent, mystical, nondualist view. We want to both hear and speak this whole language, because, mostly, we only know the half of it. We get stuck in a partial view.

This mystical kinship, this speaking the whole language, is the exact opposite of the age in which we currently live: tribal, divisive, suspicious, anchored in the illusion of separation—unhealthy, sad, fearful, other-izing, and demonizing. Mystics replace fear with love, vindictiveness with openhearted kindness, envy with supportive affection, withering judgment with extravagant tenderness. Now is the time, as author Brian Doyle suggests, to embrace “something other than combat.”

A mystic wants to imagine a world without prisons, for example, then set out to create that world. Prisons, after all, are where we practice exclusion. As Pope Francis says, “the only future worth building includes everyone.” At Homeboy Industries, we long to see deeply—to see homies in their soul fullness. We want to see beyond rap sheets and past behavior; beyond tattoos and trauma. We aspire to see the mystical wholeness of the other. God sees this way. Jesus sees this way. We want to see this way.

The poet Rumi writes: “Where am I going on this glorious journey? To your house, of course.” This house we create will be filled with acceptance, nonjudgment, and peace. Refining how we will love in this “house” will always be a good use of our time. A homie, working alongside his enemy in the Homeboy Bakery, told me, “I found an ease with him already.” The ease is brought to you by tenderness. We are mindful that the power of the tender heart needs to be activated always. A homie Sergio told me once, “We need to fan the flames of tenderness in each other.” Once we are reached by tenderness, we become tenderness.

This book is the last of my three Power books. Tattoos on the Heart: The Power of Boundless Compassion; Barking to the Choir: The Power of Radical Kinship. Now this one. Like these previous works, the stories, parables, and lessons learned in this book are gleaned from my thirty-seven-year involvement with gang members and Homeboy Industries, the largest gang intervention, rehab, and reentry program on the planet. Like my other books, there is some theological tree climbing here, with some occasionally half-baked musings.

I find that I write like I talk. When I am speaking to a group, I give some content and ideas until I sense that eyes are starting to glaze over. Then I’ll shift to a story. My talks can be scattershot and move from something funny to a moment that is moving. Laugh, cry, and change your mind on something. These are always my goals in a keynote address, and they are the same here. I am not the proud owner of an attention span, so that gets reflected as well. I personally like to change things up, so my assumption is that others feel the same. I could be wrong. But I write jumping from story to concept to quote to homie wisdom. I ask your indulgence and permission to explore these notions together and in this way.

Homeboy Industries, along with providing concrete help and a culture of healing and transformation to gang members, also wants to be what the world is ultimately called to become: a community of kinship and a sangha of beloved belonging. Homeboy doesn’t want to simply point something out. We want to point the way. Not just a solution, but a sign. It points the way to the power of transformation; the holiness of second chances; a commitment to demonize no one; and the power and possibility of redemption. If Homeboy were a volume, you’d have to cover your ears. Homeboy Industries reminds us that we belong to one another. There is no “Us” and “Them.” Surely, we stand with those left behind, but we also ask, what keeps them behind? Our organization wants to be the front porch of the house we all long to live in. Especially in these polarizing, tribal, and divisive times, Homeboy Industries modestly embodies a world of interconnection and relational wholeness. As the homies who now run the place often say, “We are saved by the relationship.”

I use the word “extravagant” here because our tenderness needs to be generous. The word means to “wander outside.” It originally meant “unusual” and “outside the norm.” It meant this until the 1700s, when it started to mean “spend too much money.” When someone lavishes us with an extravagant gift, we say, “You shouldn’t have.” The extravagant gesture doesn’t hold back nor show restraint. It has “wandered outside,” beyond our expectations… outside of anything we know. It hobbles us a bit as we feel unworthy in the face of such largesse. Because tenderness begets tenderness, we insist on extravagance, which liberates our hearts. The view is wider and the container more spacious. Saint Francis writes, “No obstacles in my heart—everything a frail-boned kindness.” We find rest in this.

In this book, I will draw upon my beloved Sufi poets, the gospel, a wide variety of mystics, and the spirituality of Saint Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Society of Jesus—the Jesuits—of which I am a humble son.

The homies, generally speaking, don’t know what a Jesuit is, though anywhere from two to four of us Jesuits accompany the ministry at Homeboy Industries at any given time. One day, Arturo is giving a tour to a fairly large group. Formerly a lifer, he’s starting to discover comfort at Homeboy and in the world. He is robust in his sense of liveliness and I admire this in him. He also has what the homies would call “a loud-ass voice.” He parks his tour group in front of my glass-enclosed office. It is the observe-our-founder-in-his-natural-habitat moment. I’m in a meeting. I wave faintly. Arturo bellows: “THIS IS FATHER GREG… THE FOUNDER OF HOMEBOY INDUSTRIES. HE… IS A JUJITSU PRIEST.” From behind my desk, I display some of my best karate moves.

The usual disclaimers apply to this book as to the previous ones. I don’t mention the names of gangs and I change the names of gang members in the telling of these stories, parables, and snapshots from the barrio. Everything is true and remembered as best as I have been able to recall. I will admit to some telescoping of details in the interest of economy, and the merging of moments to be expeditious. I make references to my years as pastor of Dolores Mission Church, as chaplain at Folsom State Prison, and to my numerous moments in countless detention facilities.

The Whole Language acknowledges that we are all born into the world wanting the same things, and we are all naked under our clothes. We start from this place, then, of our own unshakable goodness, so we jettison blame and embrace understanding. We see God’s light in everything and thereby choose mysticism over morality. We choose connection, not perfection. We explore the things that help us feel beloved rather than on probation. We want to know the God of love, which is more than knowing the love of God. We long to see the wholeness of things and find our wholeness in Christ.

I travel here through essays and prolonged homilies on our notion of God, the immeasurable goodness present in every human being, and the need to re-sacralize things. I look at death; the church; the methodology of Homeboy’s therapeutic mysticism; tenderness; and a sangha of beloved belonging, among other themes.

It’s probably been ten years since funders and others have asked about some “succession plan.” At Homeboy Industries (HBI) we are a sangha, which is to say, a community of practitioners. A homie told me that he “was Homeboy Industries raised,” and so, he now “practices” the culture of it in how he sees and operates. We are all called to be practitioners. Otherwise… we’re audience.

At the Chautauqua Institution, four homeboys and four homegirls were leading a brown-bag discussion at lunchtime. I snuck into the back of the very packed room and no one knew I was there. During the Q and A, an ancient woman stood, grabbing the back of the chair in front of her for support, and said with an emphatic and overly loud voice, “FATHER GREG IS GOING TO DIE.” (I startled immediately, thinking she was privy to some information I didn’t have.) “SO, WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO WHEN HE’S GONE?” The panelists knew it was a question about a succession plan. José stood and gestured to the other panelists and said simply, “All of us… have keys to the place.” The cramped room was filled with deafening applause. Frail-boned kindness. Practitioners, all.

A Southwest Airlines flight attendant, after finishing her takeoff instructions, signed off, “Now sit back and relax and enjoy the flight… OR… sit up and be tense all the way… Up to you.” It is up to us.

Let’s all depart by a different route.

But where are we going?

“To your house, of course.”






Chapter One [image: ] You’re Here


Nothing is more consequential in our lives than the notion of God we hold. Not God. The notion of God. This is what steers the ship. Our idea of God will always call the shots. Meister Eckhart, the mystic and theologian who died in 1328, said, “It is a lie, any talk of God that doesn’t comfort you.” This was his notion. Granted, our conceptions may change and evolve, but when we “hold” them, they direct our course. What matters, in the end, is what kind of God we believe in. “All concepts of God,” Teresa of Ávila writes, “are like a jar we break.”

A few years ago, I buried my ninety-two-year-old mother. She died as we would all want to: in her own bed, in her own home, surrounded (off and on) by her eight kids and many grandchildren. I had buried my father some twenty-two years earlier. My mom was sharp till the last moment. In fact, in the last year of her life, she watched so much MSNBC, she was becoming Rachel Maddow. And she was not a lick afraid of dying. Some three weeks before she died, she said to me, giddy and exhilarated, “I’ve never DONE this before.” It was something you’d say just before skydiving.

In fact, the day before she died, I was alone with her, the rarest of things, and she was asleep. When her eyes opened and she saw me there, she scowled. “Oh, for cryin’ out loud.” And she closed her eyes. She was pissed… that she wasn’t dead yet. (Sorry.) But the next day my sisters went out to retrieve lunch and I was alone with her again, sitting at the foot of the bed. At exactly noon, she opened her eyes, lifted her head some, let out a glorious, wondrous gasp (skydiving), and she left us. And no one in earshot of the sound would ever fear death again.

During those last weeks, one or two or six of her kids would be keeping vigil around her bed, and she’d be in and out of consciousness. When she came to, she’d lock onto one of us and say with breathless delight, “You’re here. You’re here.”

After we buried her, I recalled this and grew convinced that this may well be the singular agenda item of our God. To look at us with breathless delight and say, “You’re here. You’re here.”

We have this image of Jesus spending forty days and forty nights in the wilderness, the precursor of our forty days of Lent. It supplies us with Polaroids like “dark night of the soul,” grumbling stomach, wild wilderness animals, plague of self-doubt, anguish, and torment… Jesus wondering if he should have given up BOTH scotch AND chocolate for Lent. Yet I suspect it was all mainly God saying tenderly, “You’re here!” and Jesus not really knowing what to say in response, but, “YOU’RE here.” God meets our intensity of longing with intensity of longing. Turns out, the Tender One whom we long for, longs for us.

Maybe the desert is really a time to notice the notice of God. We hear and receive the tender glance of God, and, like Jesus, we acquiesce to the tenderness. The mysticism of Jesus, that succumbs to this tenderness, is anchored in love. This is the fundamental architecture of his heart. Above all, this mysticism is available to us. We realize that heaven was not a goal for Jesus, but loving was. We come to see that to follow Jesus is to change our understanding of God. Then we leave the wilderness, ready to extend this tender, loving glance in the world. The goal of our extraordinarily humble God is less union with God, but union among us (which is, of course, unitive with God). Then we can rest in the stillness of love and go forward, to love in the stillness of God. Then we are the river winding its way to the sea: union with God and “neighbor.” We’re all just trying to get to the sea.

Two part-timers are just “kickin’ it” in my office. Their shift is over and they’d rather stay here than go home. I “notice” them. I will admit that this doesn’t always happen. I’m filled when it does.

“How’d you guys turn out so good?” I ask them.

“It’s what God wanted for us,” says one.

“That’s right,” adds the other, “not just us, but for everybody.” Notice the notice of God, and with any luck, we start to notice each other.

A homie says to me: “I see now that I never made it easy for my parents to love me, and yet, they never stopped loving me.” The God who never stops. So, God, in this same way, has a limited vocabulary. God never knows what we’re talking about when we judge our own worthiness or let ourselves get fixated on God’s “deep disappointment.” Often when we think God is silent, this Tender One is just nearly speechless. God is monosyllabic. Love. I’m afraid that’s it. Never stopping. It is, as the Hindu poet Meera writes, a “love so strong a force it broke the cage.”

If we’re honest, this cage has held us back. During Lent at Dolores Mission, the women would sing a dirge at mass or penance services. Part of the lyrics were sung to God: “No estes eternamente enojado.” Don’t be angry forever.

How could we have gotten this so wrong? There is no moment when God gets pissed off. WE do (eternamente), but God never does. God is never toxic, but quite often our version of God, to which we cling, can be. We need to lose patience with such a puny god. I always tell homies when they begin work with us: “Just imagine that we are a big old net ready to catch you if you fall.” We often use the concept of being “held” at Homeboy, reflective of the God who will not drop us. Hafiz, a twelfth-century Muslim mystic, puts it this way: “Pulling out the chair beneath your mind and watching you fall upon God. There is nothing else to do that is any fun in the world.”

At one time or another, we all had a version of God that was rigid. But the depth of our own experience tells us that our idea of God wants to be fluid and evolving. As we grow, we learn to steer clear of the wrong God. We “break the jar” and it radically challenges our way of seeing reality. Consequently, a change in our conception of God can transform the character of our culture. The judge in the Boston Marathon bombing case, at sentencing, quoted from Verdi’s Otello: “I believe in a cruel God.” Consequential. The Tender One has no need to judge, because this God understands.

If our God makes us feel unworthy and in debt, wrong God. If God frightens us, wrong God. If God is endlessly disappointed in us, wrong God. A man I knew, after being fired from his job, said, “It’s a good thing I believe in God, who says, ‘Vengeance will be mine.’ ” Uh-oh. Wrong God.

A homie sends me a cell photo of his car… completely totaled. But there is not a scratch on him or his wife and kids. Then he writes: “God is unbelievable.” And indeed, God is. But if his kids had died in that accident, what would we be forced to say about God? The Tender One is unbelievable in lots of ways that don’t occur to us. God roots for us more than calls shots. With tenderness as the scaffolding, we cease trying to change God’s mind, and allow God to marinate ours. This God says, “You got this” more than “Do that.”

Erick’s tattoos were an announcement that he must have spent the last many years behind bars with idle time on his hands. On his start date, we were getting to know each other. “Actually,” he said, “we’ve met.” I certainly didn’t recognize him. “Yeah,” he continued, “I was like fourteen and locked in the SHU at Juvenile Hall and you visited me.” We didn’t call it the SHU (Security Housing Unit); that’s more of a prison designation. But it was a place reserved to “keep away” the most surly and misbehaving minors. I often went there to visit kids I knew from the projects. Perhaps a staff member had asked me to speak with Erick. I don’t remember.

“And I’ll never forget… till the day I die… what you said to me that day.” I leaned in. I was curious. “You looked at me and said, ‘God… has a plan for you.’ I’ll never forget it.”

Now, all of us know our own lexicons. “God has a plan for you” is not in my toolbox. I know I didn’t say it, because I don’t believe it. God no more has a plan than holds a grudge. There is, of course, a short hop between “God has a plan for me to become an orthopedic surgeon” to “My four-year-old son just died of a brain tumor.” Short hop. You can’t have this both ways. If God “plans” you getting your medical license, God also has orchestrated your son’s demise. I don’t believe it, so I wouldn’t have said it.

But this is what Erick remembers. I suspect he translated how he felt after the visit into some advice. I hope he felt seen, cared for, and listened to, and then he put all that dough in the pasta maker and it came out “God’s plan” fettucini. We are all meant to be in the world who God is: loving, compassionate, and kind. Our grown-up notion of God finds us sustained by the Tender One to be this in the world, but not to expect blueprints, paths, or plans along the way. God just hopes we choose love.

We ask ourselves, what can move the dial on God’s love for us? Nothing. It is always at its highest setting. After all, God’s love for me is zero dependent on my love for God. But our notion of God can atrophy and get stuck in our own arrested development. And it can be hard to shake the transactional god who puts us in debt. The I-love-you, now-love-me-back god. Yet our God is utterly reliable in this unconditional love that does not waver. It has pleased God not to be God without us. God never has second thoughts about loving us. Never.

Beto and Eddie hop in the backseat. Riding shotgun is my pal Nickie, a regular visitor to Homeboy from London, where she works at the home office and is something of an expert on knife crime in the United Kingdom. She has been a partner in our Global Homeboy Network for the past few years. We are all heading to a fancy hotel in Hollywood, where I will deliver a keynote at a conference. They are all coming along for the ride.

“Introduce yourselves to Nickie; she’s from London.” They shake hands from the backseat. Eddie chimes in, “London? That’s where they eat snails.” Nickie graciously suggests that maybe he’s thinking of France.

“Hey, you guys,” I say, “tell Nick how long you’ve been at Homeboy.”

Eddie is always quick on the draw. “Four months.”

Beto quietly offers, “Three weeks… today.” Then Beto looks out the window, and in a whisper, almost to himself, adds, “Best three weeks of my life.” We allow these words to rest in the reverent silence.

I say at the beginning of the talk, “The day won’t ever come when I have more courage, am more noble, or am closer to God than Beto and Eddie.” I point to them in the front row and the room filled with a thousand school superintendents serenades them with applause. Later, in the body of the talk, I point to the two of them again and say, “You are exactly what God had in mind when God made you.” It is as if some electrical current is connected to their chairs. The both of them, in unison, are jolted upright, their entire beings pledging allegiance to the words.

Afterward, we all have lunch in the hotel and then make our way to the elevator connecting us to the underground parking structure. Beto and Nickie stroll together some distance behind Eddie and me. Eddie is tiny and looks like he’s twelve though he’s nineteen. We get to the elevator before the other two and we await its arrival. Eddie places his hand on my left shoulder and rests his head on my arm. He’s not tired; he’s tender. We stare at the closed elevator door and he says, “Hey, G… you know what I love the most about Homeboy?”

“No. What, son?”

“That you’re not embarrassed by us.” The words now move through me, with some bright energy, and my eyes glisten with a start.

The God we’ve settled for is red in the face and pretends he doesn’t know us at parties. But the God we actually have is never embarrassed by us.

When a homie’s infant son died of SIDS, a police chaplain showed up before the coroner arrived and told the young couple, as they finally removed the baby, their only child, from the house, “God took your son.” Apart from the ministerial malpractice this represents, we begin to recognize that some of our versions of God need to be replaced, in a hurry.

Spooky, a sixteen-year-old homie, walks into my office and asks, “Ya want me to do nuthin’?” I thank him and say I have plenty of people doing that already. He shifts to small talk and asks me, “Hey, G… you ever win the Nobel Peace Prize?” I laugh and tell him no. He scrunches his face and says sympathetically, “Haven’t did enough?” I tell him that I’m sure that’s it. And, yes, the god who thinks “we haven’t did enough” is the wrong god. Too small.

My friend Mirabai Starr, a mystic, who writes about mystics, says, “Once you know the God of Love, you fire all the other gods.” It is always hard for us to believe in the nonjudgmental, loving, and merciful God, and yet, that is the God we actually have.

Joel, a man who did considerable time in prison, told me, “When my toes hit the floor in the morning, I’m on the lookout.”

“On the lookout for what?” I asked him.

“For God,” he said. “God is always leaving me hints. He’s dropping me anonymous tips all the time.” This is the God of love trying to break through. This God will not be outdone in extravagant tenderness. Leaving hints as “deep as the nether world or high as the sky,” as the prophet Isaiah reminds us. We get to choose: the god who judges and is embarrassed, or the One who notices and delights in us.

Anthony is in his midthirties and in his tenth month as a trainee at Homeboy Industries. He and his wife have three very young daughters. He was mainly missing in action for the birth of his first two. When the third is born, he holds her in his arms and tells me later, “Damn, G… I looked at her face and I thought, ‘She looks exactly like her mother—angry.’ ” We laugh.

Half of Anthony’s life had been spent in jails and detention facilities. Before coming to us, a meth addiction crippled him surely as much as his earlier gang allegiance did. We’re speaking in my office one day and he tells me that he and his twin brother, at nine years old, were taken from their parents and a house filled with violence and abuse and sent to live with their grandmother. “She was the meanest human being I’ve ever known,” Anthony says. Every day after school, every weekend, and all summer long, for the entire year Anthony and his twin lived with her (until they ran away), they were forced to strip down to their chonies, sit in this lonely hallway “Indian style,” and not move. “She would put duct tape over our mouths… cuz… she said, ‘I hate the sound of your voices.’ ” Then Anthony quakes as the emotion of this memory reverberates. “This is why,” he says, holding a finger to his mouth, “I never shush my girls.” He pauses and restores what he needs to continue. “I love the sound… of their voices. In fact, when the oldest one grabs a crayon and draws wildly on the living room wall and my wife says, ‘DO something! Aren’t ya gonna TELL her something?’ I crouch down, put my arm around my daughter, and the two of us stare at the wall, my cheek resting on hers, and I point and say, ‘Now, that’s the most magnificent work of art… I have ever seen.’ ”

Here is the Good News: The God we most deeply want IS the God we actually have, and the god we fear is, in fact, the partial god we’ve settled for. God looks at us and is ecstatic. This God loves the sound of our voices and thinks that all of us are a magnificent work of art. “You’re here.” God’s cheek resting on ours. God’s singular agenda item.

God is only interested in lavishing us with extravagant tenderness, and yet we are convinced that god is thinking we all could just do a better job. How do we get beyond the idea of us being “sinners in the hands of an angry god” (or even lummoxes who haven’t “did” enough) and find, instead, this Upside-Down God?

Images are all we really have to find the Upside-Down God, the counterprogrammed one.

Gloria’s bumper sticker on her car, I suppose, was a window to how she saw herself. It read: “You say I’m a bitch like it’s a bad thing.” A tough cookie of a homegirl, Gloria navigated more abuse, violence, and sheer abandonment in her lifetime than most. The first person she met at Homeboy was one of our senior staff, Mary Ellen Burton. Gloria marveled at her kindness: “She welcomed me like she was waiting for me.”

Gloria’s periodic bouts with addiction would visit her like some very unwelcome relative. Once she walked into my office so “smoked out” it took my breath away, and she deflected it with, “I’ve lost so much weight; I look like a wet food stamp.” It was during this period, when the darkness was hugely enveloping, that she stood by herself, peered over a bridge overpass, and indeed contemplated seeing her body sprawled at the bottom. Just as this seemed feasible, a car passed and a guy on the passenger side leaned out the window and yelled, “JUST JUMP ALREADY.”

Gloria turned with a quickness and a fury—“FUCK YOU, MOTHERFUCKER!”—and the whole moment jolted her into what she later told me was “a useful anger.” Then she howled with laughter on the bridge, as we both would later in my office at the telling of it.

Part of Gloria’s return to self came with an admission and a revelation. “When I walked through those doors, I didn’t have a heart,” she told me. “I had a rock. I wanted to cover my pain instead of feel it. Now, I can feel pain. And it’s a beautiful thing.” Once, when she was working at Homeboy and close to the near wholeness of herself, she shared a dream she’d had the night before. She told me in her dream, she’s dancing with God and folks, “more important… more valuable people, keep trying to cut in… and God won’t let them.” She said this, and our eyes met like never before and they moistened. We sat in silence at an image of God so perfect.

If it’s true that only the false self is offended by anything, maybe only the false god is offended? The King-on-his-throne-god says, “My subjects, you have offended me,” or “His Majesty is pleased with you.” But, frankly, both are human projections. God as the divine version of me has proven to be a dangerous projection. Even Thomas Merton thought God had mood swings. God is not fickle, we are. It feels more accurate to know the God who loves us into things. The Tender One who is not so much offended that we’ve separated children from their parents at the border, but who insists on “loving us into” not doing it.

There is a character in the novel A Passage to India who worries that there won’t be “enough God to go around.” The God who loves us into loving is plentiful and abundant and is not in scarce supply.

It may now be safe to say that our God does not need to be calmed down, nor is ever irate nor filled with wrath. All the mystics have come to see this. Julian of Norwich knows that she’s been told constantly of this angry Divine One but just can’t “find this God” in her experience. We still can’t shake the narrative of the God who seeks our measuring up and demands some high level of performance. We don’t measure up to this God; we just show up. We allow this Tender One to fill us extravagantly, then we go into the world and speak the whole language of it, unrestricted, openhearted, and loyally dedicated to its entirety. Tender glance meets tender glance. Behold the One beholding you and smiling.

For the Tender One, it’s simply never about worthiness. But, I’m afraid for us, it’s ONLY about worthiness. The centurion wants Jesus to cure his servant and humbly tells him: “Say but the word…” “I am not worthy that you should enter under my roof…” The centurion feels unworthy. But Jesus just wants to notice and connect to him. He pays attention to him. We stare at the cure and the faith of the guy, but Jesus wants us to look at how false our sense of unworthiness is. In the face of this tender glance, we find a God quite speechless—too in love with us to chitchat.

“A jar we break.” It is our exhilarating task to cause constant breakage. We, simply put, are the objects of God’s longing and we return the longing, in walking toward the utter fullness of this spacious God, who never has a second thought about loving us. This God won’t let “more important” people cut in on the dance. Both cage and jar… broken.

It’s a fool’s errand to assert the existence of God, when God just hopes we’ll act on God’s behalf. God’s hope as well is that we won’t continually project onto God how we would run things if we were in charge. Somebody told me once, “God’s love is unconditional—as long as you’re obeying Christ.” Well… so much for your “unconditional.” On a freeway overpass, painted on king-size bedsheets and hung for the whole world to see, are the words: TRUST IN GOD or BURN IN HELL (and I’m thinking, These are my only options?). I saw a sign on a truck once: NO… HIS NAME IS NOT THE MAN UPSTAIRS, IT’S JESUS! The “God of love” is not losing any sleep here. Zorba the Greek said, “I think of God as being exactly like me… only bigger, stronger, crazier.” God in our own image. Surely, the God of requirements was born exactly from our projection. Someone told me once that we needed “to follow the demands of God.” I wasn’t aware that God took hostages. What are these “demands,” anyway?

The homie Mouser was complaining about the religious fanaticism of his mother-in-law. She apparently felt that God commanded her to ALWAYS be in church. I asked him, “What kind of God would ask you to be in church all day, every day?” He was steady. “I don’t know. Their God is different. He’s, like, from Argentina.” Well, that explains it.

God doesn’t require anything of us except to receive this love that will change everything. This will guide what we do, not be a list of requirements. Then the Ten Commandments become a placeholder as we move from the “outside in” God to the radiance of the “inside out” God.

It is our lifelong task, then, to refine our view of God. We won’t be able to speak the whole language until we know the wholeness of God. We search always to find the deeper current that can finally change our innermost way of seeing. We want to return to some depth of interiority, beyond our saying prayers, trapped in our dualistic thinking. Find the wellspring. This task will only end when we locate a really good parking spot… in the graveyard.

God doesn’t want us to be good. We already are. God only longs for us to be joyful. God has little interest in our behavior, only in our abundant happiness. I always need to move beyond my spiritual sleepwalking so I can recognize God as the Tender One. Our brilliant therapists at Homeboy don’t so much try to alter the behavior of our trainees. Their controlling statement invites to joy: “You know, you might feel better if…” Equally, for God, it’s simply not about “Good or Evil” or “Right or Wrong.” It’s about Sorrow or Joy.

I took Hector, Stevie, and José with me to give a series of talks in Belfast. They are among the wisest human beings I know. Their wisdom is born of a depth of suffering and deprivation that has finally connected them to their deeper current, to this abundant wellspring. Prior to our Belfast arrival, we spent some days in Dublin, sightseeing, walking endlessly, and eating gloriously. I noticed that, at every restaurant, I’d order by saying, “I’ll have the lamb” or “Give me the stew.” But the homies would always order the same way: “I’ll have the roasted lamb rump, with the chili, cumin rub, and honey-roasted heritage carrots, pomegranate seeds, carrot and brown-butter puree, pea tendrils, and red wine jus.” They’d never say, “I’ll have the lamb.” I never corrected them. Though it was a bit of “fish out of water,” I found it to be oddly magical—it contained a delight that invited me to my own wellspring. It was as though, if you didn’t say the entirety of it, you wouldn’t get it all. Ordering food as the whole language.

Homies in their recovery are constantly trying to shift the energy field. They want to move from a sense of scarcity that there isn’t enough to go around (so I will delineate every ingredient and piece of this roasted lamb dish) to a pervasive sense of abundance. Pretty soon, they take up residence in the house of plenty. They locate their inner abundance. They move from the impasse of some previous scarcity to the doorway of “enough for everybody.” The truly abundant person as the already whole one. Then they find themselves preferring playfulness over judgment. They don’t identify with narrow categories anymore but only in their abundance. “They shall eat,” it says in the Second Book of Kings, “and have some left over.” It looks like this when we realize we are the object of God’s longing. Then God’s dream come true is this soul abundance and relational connection with each other.

In whatever form our contemplative practice takes, we are being offered the God of abundance. At every turn, this God wants to restore, not be retributive or punish. So, we surrender to this and allow it to wash over us like a fresh waterfall, never needing replenishment. Then we practice this abundance in our lives, in the likeness of God.

Junior is telling me about putting his three-year-old son to bed at night. “He has to feel my skin, otherwise he won’t go to sleep.” Jesus, in his own contemplative practice, was able to rest in God. It is from this anchored self that he is able to move in the world. He feels God’s skin, then he can see, feel, think, and touch as God does. He’s at home and at rest in this self. Such a self doesn’t ever find a home in scarcity. Though visiting scarcity is inevitable, we choose not to live there.

At Starbucks, they never say, “May I help you?” but rather, “What can I get started for you?” God asks the same. We want to be curious about our distress rather than terrified. We want an awakened heart. We want more than happiness, but nothing short of the vitality of joy. We play hide-and-seek from our true selves and Jesus waves us over to the wedding feast… none of that fasting stuff or grim duty. Take your shoes off and dance till the cows come home. This has always been what God wants to get started for us.

Scrappy invokes a song made popular when I was in the seventh grade and Nixon wasn’t president yet. “God is like that Cream song, ‘Sunshine of Your Love.’ It says, ‘I’ve been waiting so long to be where I am going… in the sunshine of your love.’ That’s how I see God these days.” It is about basking in the sustainable energy of this God. And so, the God of requirements has left the room.

“Come let us adore Him,” we sing at Christmastime. As we evolve in our consciousness, we see with clarity that God holds little interest in such adoration. We, on the other hand, would love it if we were on the receiving end of unbridled adulation. This is how we know it is our projection onto God, and we can get stuck there. Acquiring a Christ consciousness, or embracing the marrow of the gospel, or taking seriously what Jesus took seriously, or dedicating ourselves to the creation of tender kinship with each other—now, that’s praise God can get behind. Now we’re talkin’.

I take two brothers to eat after a talk we gave. It’s a burger place but more upscale than McDonald’s, with waiters and menus. Sammy and Joey are both gang members and did their stints in prison. Sammy is ten years older than Joey, and at the time of our meal they both had been in our eighteen-month training program for nearly a year. They order their burgers and Joey is quick to ask the waiter, “There’s no mayonnaise on the burger, is there?” The waiter tells him that it will be left out if he wishes. Sammy chimes in, “Yeah… there can’t be mayonnaise.” The confused waiter nods and leaves, and I ask the brothers, “You’re BOTH allergic to mayonnaise?” “Nah,” Sammy says, “we’re not allergic. We’re traumatized.”

“Yeah,” Joey clarifies, “me da asco [it makes me sick].” I’m afraid I’m going to need more enlightenment here.

They proceed to tell me that when they were kids their grandmother raised them. No father in the picture and their mom trapped in her addiction. What they remember most was the constant hunger they felt. “Sometimes all we had in the house,” Sammy says, “was a big-ass sack of flour and a huge tub of mayonnaise.” The grandmother would make these hockey-puck biscuits with only those two ingredients. This was all they might eat for weeks on end. “Me dio asco,” Joey adds.

Then Joey brightens and turns to Sammy. “The silver cans… remember those?” Apparently, once a week these two little guys would go to the local Catholic church, where there was some Tuesday food pantry, and they’d traipse home with a big box of canned goods. “It was shit nobody wanted,” Sammy says. “You know… lima beans and crap. And it was some stuff we didn’t even know what was it.”

Then Joey adds, “But there were the silver cans.”

The two brothers would go through the box, hoisted up on the counter, and five-year-old Joey would stand at the counter’s edge, on a chair, while his older brother would seize the can opener. They’d place the silver one, whose label had fallen off, right in front of them. “Then,” Sammy says, “we’d say the Silver Can Prayer. We’d fold our hands… close our eyes… bow our heads and pray: ‘Please be pineapple. Please be pineapple.’ ” Then they’d open the can. “And it would be crap,” Sammy says, “lima beans… stuff you didn’t know what was it.”

Joey intervenes here to remind us that it’s not always bad news. “But remember that one time?”

Sammy nods and picks up the story. “We had the silver can in front of us. We bowed our heads, folded our hands, closed our eyes, and said the Silver Can Prayer: ‘Please… be pineapple.’ We opened the can.” Sammy pauses for emphasis and says, “And the gates of heaven were opened. Tears rolled down our cheeks. We looked at each other… crying. APPLESAUCE… APPLE… SAUCE!!”

Come… let us adore him.

The Hebrew word for praise is tehilla, which primarily means “to radiate” or “to reflect.” God’s invitation, then, is to be radiant in reflecting God’s own tenderness in the world. It’s never about telling God how great he is. We enter as fully as we can into the open-handed thrill of God’s abundance. Because of our hardwiring, this idea of God will always feel too good to be true. But it is as true and satisfying as an unexpected can of applesauce to a couple of hungry brothers. God as warm, gentle sun and not interrogation lamp. An inmate at Folsom told me, “Grand is the smile of God.”



We need not ever hide our fragility from the Tender One. The God we actually have is never enfeebled by anything. So, we want to give ourselves to the love that gives itself to us. We try to find our way to give God permission to reach us. Denise Levertov writes: “With what radiant joy he turns to you, and raises you to your feet, and strokes your disheveled hair, and holds you, holds you, holds you close and tenderly—before he vanishes.”

The homie Garry says, “God is the intake of breath and we are the exhaling of it. So… we need to take every breath personally.” Prayer is as sustaining as a breath and not a plea to God to keep us safe from dangers and temptations or begging for favors. For example: “God answers knee-mails.” Prayer doesn’t work; praying does. Not sure how else we breathe in the God of unfathomable compassion if not by our own spiritual practice and silent solitude. This allows us to land on God’s oceanic shore and it organizes things for us.

Lucia gave birth to twins but one died at birth. Many months later, she wanted both baptized. Needless to say, every church office had told her no. I have known her since she was a teenager. So, she brought in her live baby and the ashes of the dead twin. Baptized them both. The parents could not stop sobbing. When push comes to shove, we all know how to breathe in the God of unfathomable compassion.

The false images that Exodus cautions us against aren’t about statues in a church. Rather, it is the false image of God that allows you to separate children from their parents at the border or permits you to pack a church during a pandemic or excludes anybody at all. Jesus did not come to start a religion but to present the most expansive understanding of his God. I saw a billboard in Indiana once: “Jesus: Your Only Way to God.” Fortunately for all of us, both God and Jesus disagree with this billboard. These are false images we ought not to have before us.

This may seem odd, but I have had many folks pack up all their belongings from different parts of the world and make the trek to Homeboy, wishing to live and work here. I’m moved that they find themselves so moved, but still. “God put it on my heart” is usually how they make the proposal to cast their lot here with the homies in Los Angeles. I’m always wishing God had put it on their heart to send me an email first. One couple from somewhere in the South told me, “Then the Lord brought us to Los Angeles.” I remember thinking, Hijole. The Lord is no more your travel agent than he is my barber. When it comes to how we see God, we have work to do. Once we attach magic to God, we expect magic. God planning our itinerary.

There are many cages that hold us still. The “will of God,” for example, is never different from what we most deeply want. Ensuring, then, that we never are strangers to ourselves will give us access to our deepest longing. This is God’s will. Not sure God puts stuff on our heart, but rather opens our hearts so we know what we most deeply desire.

Comfort with one another can give birth to bright images of the God we have. José will enter my office with “What’s crack-a-lackin’?… besides the bottom of my feet.” When we banter and I get off a good one, he’ll look at me with admiration and say, “Touché, pussycat.” Meister Eckhart saw God’s identity in laughter and affection. Essentially, “God laughs to us. We laugh back.”

Often, when the two of us are speaking, say, in my office, if there is ever a break in the conversation, José stares at me and says, “Damn, G… I love you… so much.” Certainly, part of it is an unalloyed expression of love. But mainly it reminds me of God, filling every break and breath. God inserting the same line whenever we’ve stopped talking. Exactly the same. We are all immersed, as Hafiz writes, “in the Soft Brilliance. We are all just waiting to break camp—into God.” Saint Ignatius called this “devotion,” which he defined as “an ease in finding God.” It is a self-deprecating God who is never saying, “Look at ME,” but rather, “Would ya look at YOU!”

A homie at a very low point once stared at me and asked, “Has God disowned me?” The question startled me. Before I could reply, he followed with, “Have you?” And you discover that the only way he’ll know that this is NOT on God’s mind is that it’s not on yours either.



My spiritual director, Sergio, a homie, sent me an email: “I was driving home… I always get caught in a moment of peace and joy… and today… before I could give God thanks… God beats me to the punch and… thanked ME… for allowing myself to be loved. Really, G—it felt so real.” And THAT is the God I believe in: the one who beats us to the punch and thanks US. Like many Hindus who visit temple after temple not to see God, but to let God gaze upon them.

I was at an international conference in Rome, and every morning a different global continent was responsible for the prayer service to begin each day. Africa had the last morning. And they danced. They spoke of a God who dances. They suggested that in the Prodigal Son story, the father runs to his kid. The man leading the service said it’s the only time “God runs.” But he thought God was really dancing. Above all, God doesn’t await the arrival, since we’re all “a long way off,” but dances toward us with delight at the sight of us.

There’s an old Native American saying: “He who cannot dance claims the floor is uneven.” Our God dances toward us. Don’t blame an uneven floor; agree to dance. Feel this God beating us to the punch.

We always need to abandon “performance” when it comes to God, and walk instead into the arms of encounter. Sure, “the floor is uneven,” but our self-improvement resolutions should be jettisoned since they keep us from dancing. The arms of encounter are held out by the Tender One, who wants us to gravitate in that direction.

Joel and another homie took their first plane trip with me, ate food requiring bibs at Fisherman’s Wharf in San Francisco, and shared their stories before a gym filled with high school Catholic boys. I had heard Joel’s story several times at that point in our trip, but I noticed the detour he took in the middle of his presentation this time. “So, there I was… at home… cleaning my bathroom.” I was amazed that he ventured to tell this story. I had heard it the night before at dinner.
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