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INTRODUCTION




Start with a title.

It’s a terrible way to write a book.

So I’m in my office at Homeboy Industries talking with Ramón, a gang member who works in our bakery. Lately, he has been veering into the lane of oncoming traffic. He’s late for work, sometimes missing it entirely, and his supervisors tell me he is in need of an emergency “attitude-ectomy.” I’m running it down to him, giving him “kletcha”—schooling him, grabbing hold of the steering wheel to correct his course. He waves me off and says, self-assuredly, “Don’t sweat it, bald-headed . . . You’re barking to the choir.”

Note to self: title of my next book.

I immediately liked, of course, the combo-burger nature of his phraseology. The marriage of “barking up the wrong tree” to “preaching to the choir.” It works. It calls for a rethinking of our status quo, no longer satisfied with the way the world is lulled into operating and yearning for a new vision. It is on the lookout for ways to confound and deconstruct.

What gets translated in Scripture from the Greek metanoia as “repent” means “to go beyond the mind we have.” And the “barking” is directed at the “Choir”—those folks who “repent” and truly long for a different construct, a radically altered way of proceeding and who seek “a better God than the one we have.” The gospel can expose the game in which “the Choir” can find itself often complacently stuck. The game that keeps us from the kinship for which we long—the endless judging, competing, comparing, and terror that prevents us from turning the corner and bumping into that “something new.” That “something” is the entering of the kinship of God . . . here and now, no longer satisfied with the “pie in the sky when we die.”

The Choir is everyone who longs and aches to widen their “loving look” at what’s right in front of them. What the Choir is searching for is the authentic.

In a recent New Yorker profile of American Baptists, the congregation’s leadership resigned itself to the fact that “secular culture” would always be “hostile” to Christianity. I don’t believe this is true. Our culture is hostile only to the inauthentic living of the gospel. It sniffs out hypocrisy everywhere and knows when Christians aren’t taking seriously, what Jesus took seriously. It is, by and large, hostile to the right things. It actually longs to embrace the gospel of inclusion and nonviolence, of compassionate love and acceptance. Even atheists cherish such a prospect.

Human beings are settlers, but not in the pioneer sense. It is our human occupational hazard to settle for little. We settle for purity and piety when we are being invited to an exquisite holiness. We settle for the fear-driven when love longs to be our engine. We settle for a puny, vindictive God when we are being nudged always closer to this wildly inclusive, larger-than-any-life God. We allow our sense of God to atrophy. We settle for the illusion of separation when we are endlessly asked to enter into kinship with all. The Choir has settled for little . . . and the “barking,” like a protective sheepdog, wants to guide us back to the expansiveness of God’s own longing.

The Choir is certainly more than “the Church.” And in many ways, Homeboy Industries is called to be now, what the world is called to be ultimately. The Choir understands this. Homeboy wants to give rise not only to the idea of redemptive second chances but also to a new model of church as a community of inclusive kinship and tenderness. The Choir consists of those people who want to Occupy Everywhere, not just Wall Street, and seek, in the here and now, what the world is ultimately designed to become. The Choir, at the end of its living, hopes to give cause to those folks from the Westboro Baptist Church . . . to protest at their funeral.

The Choir aims to stand with the most vulnerable, directing their care to the widow, the orphan, the stranger, and the poor. Those in the Choir want to be taught at the feet of the least. And they want to be caught up in a new model that topples an old order, something wildly subversive and new.



Begin with a title and work backward.

It’s been more than thirty years since I first met Dolores Mission Church as pastor and ultimately came to watch Homeboy Industries, born in that poor, prophetic community in 1988, evolve into the largest gang intervention, rehab, and reentry program on the planet. Homeboy has similarly helped 147 programs in the United States and 16 programs outside the country find their beginnings in what we call the Global Homeboy Network.

As in my previous book, Tattoos on the Heart: The Power of Boundless Compassion, the essays presented here, again, draw upon three decades of daily interaction with gang members as they jettison their gang past for lives more full in freedom, love, and a bright reimagining of a future for themselves.

I’ll try not to repeat myself.

I get invited to give lots of talks: workshops, keynote addresses, luncheon gigs. YouTube is the bane of my existence. I can go to, say, the University of Findlay in Ohio, or Calvin College in Grand Rapids—two places I’ve never been before—and there will be a handful of folks who’ve “heard that story before.” It happens. I was invited once to give the keynote at an annual gathering of Foster Grandparents in Southern California. I had spoken at the same event the summer before. Virtually the same people, and I’m not sure why they invited me back two summers in a row. After my talk, a grandmother approaches me. I think she liked the talk—there were big tears in her eyes. She grabs both my hands in hers and says, with great emotion, “I heard you last year.” She pauses to compose herself. “It never gets better.” I suppose I’m delusional in thinking she misspoke.

Anyway, I’ll try not to repeat myself.

I can’t think, breathe, or proceed—ever—without stories, parables, and wisdom gleaned from knowing these men and women who find their way into our headquarters on the outskirts of Chinatown. We are in the heart of Los Angeles, representing the heart of Los Angeles, and always wanting to model and give a foretaste of the kinship that is God’s dream come true. Homeboy Industries doesn’t just want to join a dialogue—it wants to create it. It wants to keep its aim true, extol the holiness of second chances, and jostle our mind-sets when they settle for less. As a homie told me once, “At Homeboy, our brand has a heartbeat.”

In all my years of living, I have never been given greater access to the tenderness of God than through the channel of the thousands of homies I’ve been privileged to know. The day simply won’t ever come when I am nobler or more compassionate or asked to carry more than these men and women.

Jermaine came to see me, released after more than twenty years in prison. He is a sturdy African American gang member now in his mid-forties. His demeanor is gentle and so, so kind. As I’m speaking with him, I ask if he’s on parole and he says yes. Then I ask, “High control?” He nods affirmatively. “I hope you don’t mind me asking this: How did someone as kind and gentle and tender as you end up . . . on high-control parole?” Jermaine pauses, then says meekly, “Rough childhood?” Both his manner and words make us laugh. His mom was a prostitute and his father was killed when Jermaine, the oldest of three brothers, was nine. After his father’s funeral, his mother rented an apartment, deposited all the boys there, walked to the door, and closed it. They never saw her again. In the many months that followed, Jermaine would take his two younger siblings and sit on the stoop of neighbors’ porches. When the residents would inquire, he’d say simply: “We ain’t leavin’ till ya feed us.” We ended our conversation that day with him telling me: “I’ve decided to be loving and kind in the world. Now . . . just hopin’ . . . the world will return the favor.”

In the pages that follow are the lives of men and women who have pointed the way for me. For my part, to sit at their feet, has been nothing short of salvific.

I can’t write essays about things that matter to me without filling them with God, Jesus, and the gospel rubbing shoulders with stories, snapshots, parables, and wisdom from “the barrio.” Also, there is here a regular infusion of “Ignatian spirituality”: being a son of Ignatius myself, all the stories of my life get filtered through this Jesuit lens. I only hope the vignettes, koans, and images won’t feel too cobbled, the connections too forced, in the stringing of all this together in my second book.

In these elongated homilies, I want to capture the homies’ voices as a window of truth to soften the images of them often portrayed in TV and movies.

I should also say that, as in my last book, I don’t mention the name of any gang—they’ve been the cause of too much sadness—and I’ve changed all the names of the homies here. People had previously criticized the absence of a glossary and a reluctance to translate the Spanish. Again, here, I’m hopeful that the context and meaning will all become evident. There will be the occasion when I do translate something. I will, from time to time, step back and explain something. For instance, when gang members say “fool,” they don’t mean anything by it. It roughly means “guy.” “Did you see that fool that walked by?” Once Martin came in excited to tell me that he had just gotten hired at White Memorial Hospital.

“Congratulations. What do ya do there?”

“I’m the main fool at the gift shop.”

“Wow . . . hey . . . let me know if there’s an opening for assistant fool.”

In the end, each chapter aspires to connect us to a larger view and to participate in a larger love.

I’ve learned from giving thousands of talks that you never appeal to the conscience of your audience but, rather, introduce them to their own goodness. I remember, in my earliest days, that I used to be so angry. In talks, in op-ed pieces, in radio interviews, I shook my fist a lot. My speeches would rail against indifference and how the young men and women I buried seemed to matter less in the world than other lives. I eventually learned that shaking one’s fist at something doesn’t change it. Only love gets fists to open. Only love leads to a conjuring of kinship within reach of the actual lives we live.

When Karen Toshima, a graphic artist on a date, was caught in gang crossfire in Westwood Village in 1988, police were pulled from other divisions in Los Angeles and pumped into this area adjacent to UCLA. Detectives were reassigned from other homicide investigations and directed to this case. A hefty reward was offered for information that would lead to the arrest and conviction of whoever had done this. I would soon be burying eight kids in a three-week period in those early days. No cops were shuffled around, no detectives were reassigned, and certainly no rewards were offered to anyone for anything . . . leading me to think that one life lost in Westwood was worth more than hundreds in the barrio. I ranted and shook my fist a great deal. As of this writing, I have buried exactly 220 young human beings killed because of gang violence. In those early days, I would shake my fist a lot at this disparity.

I think Homeboy Industries has changed the metaphor in Los Angeles when it comes to gangs. It has invited the people who live here to recognize their own greatness and does not accuse them of anything. It beckons to their generosity and lauds them for being “smart on crime” instead of mindlessly tough. It seeks an investment rather than futile and endless incarceration. Both this book and Homeboy Industries do not want to simply “point something out” but rather to try and point the way.



Thomas Wolfe, in You Can’t Go Home Again, writes, “To lose the earth you know, for greater knowing; to lose the life you have for greater life; to leave the friends you loved, for greater loving; to find a land more kind than home, more large than earth.” We have to “lose” and “leave”—“unless the grain of wheat dies . . .” The kinship of God won’t come unless we shake things up—to “lose the earth you know”—to bark up the wrong tree, and to propose something new.

“Barking” declares that the real world is not what it is cracked up to be. At Homeboy Industries, we don’t prepare for the real world—we challenge it. For the opposite of the “real world” is not the “unreal world” but the kinship of God. Therein lies our authenticity as people of faith and card-carrying members of the human race. In this authentic take, survival of the fittest is displaced by the survival of the “unfittest.” Cherry-picking makes way for “reverse cherry-picking.” What if we ceased to pledge our allegiance to the bottom line and stood, instead, with those who line the bottom? Us versus Them . . . or just Us? Good people/bad people . . . or just God’s people? Judgment or awe? Not some accepted/some rejected? . . . No . . . the rejected—the widow, orphan, stranger—are to be favored.

Homeboy Industries (and this book) wants to bend the world to grace, and it doesn’t need to turn up the volume in order to accomplish that. It aspires to put a human face on the gang member. If this doesn’t happen then kinship is impeded. It is also meant to soften our conventional take on who this gang member is and ushers in an abiding belief that we belong to each other. It is anchored in the truth that all demonizing is untruth.

When we opened Homegirl Café on East First Street eight years ago and the wildly colorful sign sat above the front door, a woman I didn’t know called me screaming, “Why would you name it such a thing? You have ruined our neighborhood.” Oscar Romero wrote: “A church that doesn’t provoke any crises, a gospel that doesn’t unsettle, a word of God that doesn’t get under anyone’s skin, a word that doesn’t touch the real sin of the society in which it is being proclaimed—what gospel is that?” It would seem not to take much these days, to provoke or unsettle.

A theme that runs throughout the entire biblical narrative is that God enters our midst to upset the status quo—precisely to bark up the wrong tree. The Magnificat, in Luke’s gospel—where the powerful are brought low and the hungry filled with good things—was seen as so subversive that the government of Guatemala, at one time, banned its public recitation. But the truth is, my own tiny-spirited, puny self accommodates the status quo all the time. We adapt, we conform, and we reconfigure everything so that the status quo feels welcome and at home.

When I lived in Bolivia, over thirty years ago, I contracted a bug—a “bichu,” as they called it . . . that wanted to live in me. It did not want to upset the apple cart, so this bug didn’t send me to the bathroom with violent, “both ends” activity. It wanted to live at peace with me. My only symptom was that I lost forty pounds (I’m thinking of returning to Bolivia). The status quo doesn’t want things to get upset. But hidden in this détente is division, polarity, and the striking of the high moral distance that separates us. How do we awaken from the dream of separateness, from an abiding sense that the chasm that exists between us cannot be reconciled? For it would seem that the gulf in our present age could not be wider between “Us” and “Them.” How do we tame this status quo that lulls us into blindly accepting the things that divide us and keep us from our own holy longing for the mutuality of kinship—a sure and certain sense that we belong to each other?



Having said all this, this book feels more playful than not. Like talks I’ve been inclined to give lately, they feel more like “stand-up” than “stand up to”—getting folks to laugh rather than calling people to some grim duty. But I don’t want to become the Art Linkletter of the gang world: “Gang members say the darndest things!” For me, however, it’s all about delighting. I enjoy their company, for it is light and affectionate, and charming and good for the soul. To be with them ignites the contagion of God’s own tenderness. I never once feel them less than bright, wise, and courageous . . . even when they deal with things painful and unfamiliar. Few gang members are well educated, and yet their core intelligence and insights aren’t diminished by this lack. The laughter is never at their expense but seeks to broaden the welcome we all must offer each other.

Besides, it’s not for nuthin’ that Pope Francis speaks of the “Joy of the Gospel.” Once the following of Jesus becomes a strain and a dour, odious task, a “dangerous” job (“somebody’s got to do it”), it’s lost its way. Once discipleship morphs into the deadly serious and unsmilingly grim, would it not be safe to say that we’ve wandered far from the gospel’s delighting heart?



A woman, a volunteer at a very large probation camp, invites the designated kid to come up and do the first reading at mass. The gym is packed with hundreds of minors. “Pablo will now do the first reading,” she intones. Pablo still needs to be beckoned with the flick of her hand, and though he has no doubt been previously selected to do this reading, he seems unusually tentative and hesitant. He gets to the podium, and I’m standing next to him, to assist, as I always do, with the occasionally difficult word. He stares blankly at the page, then at the microphone, and then turns to me and whispers, “Out loud?” “Well, um . . . yeah,” I say. “That’s . . . kind of the idea.”

We want to live our lives “out loud”—for all the world to see—not with the volume cranked high but with our lives speaking for themselves.

Kinship is the game-changer. It is the Pearl of Great Price. It is the treasure buried in the field. Let’s sell everything to get it. Yet we think kinship is beyond our reach . . . más allá de esta vida. Yet Gospel Kinship always exposes the game, jostles the status quo in constant need of conversion, because the status quo is only interested in incessant judging, comparisons, measuring, scapegoating, and competition. And we, the Choir, are stuck in complacency.

I need this conversion. That’s why I’m writing about it.

Our settling is a sleeping from which we are asked to awaken. I met some magicians from Magicians Without Borders, who go to refugee camps and the Third World and desperate communities and speak the language of magic. They wanted to bring the same ministry to Homeboy. The currency of magic, they told me, was “appear, disappear, and change.” This describes much of the pedagogy of Homeboy Industries and the stuff of attachment repair. They sold the idea to me based on a principle of Harry Houdini’s. Houdini felt that the purpose of magic was not just to amaze and amuse. It also sought to awaken hope that the impossible was indeed possible. Not bad. Why settle for less?

At Homeboy Industries, thousands and thousands of rival gang members—men and women—have worked in our nine social enterprises: Homeboy Bakery, Homeboy Silkscreen and Embroidery, Homeboy/Homegirl Merchandising, Homeboy Diner (the only place to buy food in the Los Angeles City Hall), Homeboy Café at Los Angeles International Airport, Homeboy Farmers Markets, Homeboy Grocery (a line of food products), Homeboy Recycling, and Homegirl Café and Catering. I’d like to think that if Jesus had more time on this earth, he might well have explored the entrepreneurial. Maybe a clothing line: the Leper Colony, or the Tax Collector’s Café, or the Ritually Impure Maintenance Crew. Beyond cure and healing, Jesus was always hopeful about widening the circle of compassion and dismantling the barriers that exclude. He stood with the sinner, the leper, and the ritually impure to usher in some new remarkable inclusion, the very kinship of God. Living the gospel, then, is less about “thinking outside the box” than about choosing to live in this ever-widening circle of inclusion.

At Homegirl Café, women with records, young ladies from rival gangs, and waitresses with attitude will gladly take your order (and they cater). At lunch, the place can be packed with celebs, elected officials, and the powerful “who’s who” of Los Angeles. Nearly all the Dodgers came one day for lunch. It was pandemonium. Jim Carrey has dined there several times and it’s always a manicomio—a madhouse. Joe Biden (and a motorcade) unexpectedly landed for lunch. I was out of town. Afterward, a homie is debriefing me. “While you were gone, we were visited by an MVP.” “Do you mean,” I ask, “A VIP?” “Yeah, dat one.” Then he adds, “Imagine, G: here at Homeboy, we were visited by the Vice President of the United States . . . MICK ROMNEY.” (File this under “All white guys look alike.”) We may need to add some currentaffairs classes to our curriculum.

Diane Keaton came in for lunch one day with a regular, weekly customer. The Oscar-winning Keaton is greeted by her waitress, Glenda. She is a big girl who has just spent a long stint in a California state prison. Glenda is tattooed, a felon, a gang member, and on parole. Glenda does not know who Diane Keaton is. She hands the movie star her menu, and Keaton asks her waitress, “What do YOU recommend?” Glenda rattles off the three platillos (“dishes”) she particularly likes and Keaton makes her pick. “I’ll have that second one. That sounds good.”

It’s at this point that something suddenly dawns on Glenda. “Wait a minute,” she says, bouncing her finger in Diane Keaton’s direction. “I feel like I know you. Like . . . maybe we’ve met.” The actress quickly and humbly seeks to deflect Glenda’s notice. “Oh . . . I suppose . . . I have one of those faces . . . that people think they’ve seen before.” Glenda ignites in a burst of recognition. “No . . . wait . . . now I know . . . WE WERE LOCKED UP TOGETHER!”

That took my breath away when I heard it. And I don’t believe we’ve had any further Diane Keaton sightings, now that I think of it. But suddenly . . . kinship so quickly. Oscar-winning actress. Attitudinal waitress. Exactly what God had in mind. And I suppose, in order to know that mind, we need go no further than Jesus speaking to the gathered when he expresses his deepest longing: “that . . . you . . . may . . . be . . . one.” I suppose he could have been more self-referential. But it would seem that Jesus wants this to be about “us” and our willingness, eventually, to connect to each other. So the Choir gets barked at and, collectively, we move beyond the mind we have. And with enough jostling and juggling, we find ourselves anchored in God’s dream come true.

Finally unsettled—connected to each other, entering kinship . . . now!





CHAPTER ONE




The Dude Shows Up

God is a nudge. Not in the nagging, annoying sense, but in a gentle, leaning-into sense. It is indeed a challenge to abandon the long-held belief that God yearns to blame and punish us, ask us to measure up or express disappointment and disapproval at every turn. It is part of our hardwiring. But we can feel, nonetheless, God nudging us beyond our tired, atrophied complacence toward something more oceanic and spacious. We feel God’s desire for fullness to dwell in us. We are always being pushed and inched closer to the “God who is always greater,” as Saint Ignatius frames it. Or as a homie changing gears in his head from Spanish to English awkwardly but accurately blurts, “God is Big.”

We want to believe that we have a God, as Hafez asserts, who only knows four words.

Every child has known God.

Not the God of names,

Not the God of don’ts,

Not the God who ever does anything weird.

But the God who only knows

Four words.

And He keeps repeating them, saying:

“Come dance with me.”

Come

Dance.

In spite of God’s magnitude, we have managed successfully to domesticate God. Beg. Roll over. We prefer God tamed and ready to do OUR bidding. We have trained God, if you will, to “do God’s business” outside. No doubt though, God wants to be found in the mess inside. We have settled for a “partial God,” as Richard Rohr puts it, when every minute of every moment we are asked to “move beyond the mind we have” and land increasingly on a renewed and expansive view of God. We are human beings, so we endlessly create God in our own image. We can’t help ourselves. But certainly we can catch ourselves.

Gang members are forever contorting the English language in what I call “homie-propisms.” A homegirl wants to introduce her “man” to me and presents him as “my sufficient other.” No doubt. A trainee came into my office one morning and says, “Damn, G. My lady . . . she’s in a BAD mood today.” When I ask why, he says that she’s beginning her “administration period.” I tell him that, with the arrival of a new CEO to take over my duties, I’ve just finished my own and know what she’s going through.

I was once saying mass at the San Fernando Juvenile Hall. With nearly three hundred detained minors—mostly gang members—a homie reads from Psalm 138. I’m seated, vested, eyes closed, choosing to listen to this kid’s proclamation, rather than follow along in the liturgical sheet that rests on my lap. He reads, with an overabundance of confidence, “The Lord . . . is EXHAUSTED.” What the hell? I open my eyes and hurriedly refer to my sheet. It says, “The Lord is exalted,” but I think “exhausted” is way better. I’m not sure I want to spend eternity with a God who wants to be exalted, who longs to be recognized and made a big deal of. I would rather hope for a humble God who gets exhausted in delighting over and loving us. That is a better God than the one we have.

All of us have had conversations with friends in which we ask how they’re doing and they respond, “I’m so tired. But it’s a good tired.” Then they will tell you how they spent the day helping a friend move into her apartment or the weekend watching their grandkids. It’s a “good” tired because it was spent in extension to another. The exhausted God is always greater than the exalted one.

One day a homie comes into my office with his five-year-old son. “He’s got a question for ya.” The kid looks at me and sidles closer, nervous but determined.

“Does God have hair and does he wear a robe?”

I look him in the eye. “Yes, and only when he steps out of the shower.”

God, of course, is unchanging and immutable. But our sense of who God is changes as we grow and experience God, and God is constantly nudging us toward that evolution. It is true enough that my image of God at five years old is not the one I have today. And if that’s true, why wouldn’t my sense of God be different ten minutes from now and twenty minutes after that?

God leans into us so that we will let go of the image of God as unreasonable parent, exacting teacher, or ruthless coach. God is not who we think God is. Our search for God is not a scavenger hunt; God is everywhere and in everything. Our sense of God always beckons us to grow, to reimagine something wildly more breathtaking than where our imagination generally takes us. We are nudged toward an increasingly wider view and image of God from our child consciousness to an adult consciousness. God leans into us so that we can find our way to this inner absorption of God. With any luck and some attention, we will keep landing on a better God, finally having grown comfortable in God’s tenderness. Our God is constantly saying, “Ándale” . . . “Go ahead.”

We refine our sense, then, of God and what Ignatius calls the “Magis,” which refers to an affection for God. He also calls it “devotion,” which is a pervasive familiarity and union with God, a desire to want what God wants. We seek to live where God is and our understanding of that evolves and changes all the time. This is consequential for, as Jesus says, “Come to me and you’ll find rest.” We are not being offered sleep, but freedom. There is an openness—the spacious, expansive, inclusive heart to which we are invited. “Ándale.”



The vast majority of homies who come to us at Homeboy have histories of trauma, which can lead to disorganized attachment patterns. Mom, typically the primary caregiver, was either frightened or frightening—and the idea of her (or whoever has occupied that role) can trigger both “approach” and “avoidance” at the same time. Wanting to move toward and flee this person can lead to dissociative symptoms later on in life. Attachment repair, then, is the order of the day at Homeboy Industries as gang members seek to “reidentify” themselves. Arrival at the heart of God is often impeded by one’s own history of trauma. This healthier sense of God may be achieved through a concept called “object constancy,” the capacity to hold on to the existence or “sense” of the caregiver, even when the caregiver is not physically present.

One of our therapists told me of arriving to work on a Monday with a box of Triscuits for one of her clients, Andres, who is always “hongry,” as he puts it. As a nine-year-old, he came home from school to find that his mother (whom I presume was mentally ill) had packed up her things and left her only son. For the next two years he was homeless and a Dumpster diver, sleeping on park benches until he was found by the “system.” After foster care, gang involvement, and detention, Andres wandered into our place and began our program.

“You brought these for me?” he asked in disbelief. The therapist told me later that he was stunned that she had “held” him all weekend.

She nodded.

“You mean . . . you think of me . . . when you’re not here?”

She nodded again.

“Wow. I never pictured that anyone would think of me when they’re not here.”

Without optimal care-giving relationships and object constancy, the gang members who walk through our doors can feel real anguish and abandonment. There is a chronic fear of both intimacy and being left behind. “I will never forget you,” Isaiah has God say to us for this exact reason. And truth be told about our God: God thinks of us even when we don’t think God’s there.

Years ago, when I was a chaplain at Folsom State Prison, I met an inmate named “the Fat Man.” Every day he would ask me to walk around the yard with him. “Let’s do a few laps,” he’d say. He was a huge bear of a man, with an unruly Rasputin beard. The Fat Man was roughly my age and had spent most of his life in prison, becoming greatly involved in the politics of the place. He was now on the tail end of finishing a very long sentence. All his adult life he had been a heroin addict, even in prison, but now he was sober and reflective. He’d talk and talk of God on these walks, and our “sessions” would always end the same way. He’d say, “Who loves ya, baby?” and wrap his arms around me. Then he would add, “Don’t forget, G. I love ya like a rock.”

Shortly after his release, the Fat Man died. A rekindled acquaintance with heroin was more than his body could take. I presided at his funeral, and when I mentioned his “Love ya like a rock” refrain, all the heads in the congregation nodded in recognition. Apparently he said it to everyone. For years I appropriated the phrase. Many letters to locked-up homies would end with it, as would conversations, to the point that it became expected, even after a straightforward lecture. “I know, I know,” they’d say, with a great rolling of their eyes. “Ya love me like a rock.” I couldn’t help it.

Hafez gives us this image: “God and I have become like two giant fat people living in a tiny boat. We keep bumping into each other and laughing.” This feels like the pulse of God to me—to be loved like a rock, forever, unchanging, and as solid as can be. We need to let ourselves be bumped into and loved by the Fat Man. God hopes that the laughing will be contagious.

A homie named Rogelio and his six-year-old son, Arturo, are in the public pool on a very hot August day. There are countless “cannonballs” and Arturo’s endless rounds of “Do it again” at whatever thing Arturo finds delightful and wants his dad to repeat. Rogelio, after years of gang involvement, is trying his unsteady hand at fatherhood and earning clean money. It is a suit that is beginning to fit him.

Rogelio asks for a respite from the “Do it agains” and flops down on his towel at the edge of the pool. Little Arturo swims toward his father and folds his arms at the pool’s lip, facing him. They don’t speak. Rogelio is lying on his stomach and sees that his kid’s face is but two feet away from his. Finally, Arturo says, “Apa, when I have a son I want to be a dad just like you.”

When Rogelio tells me the story over the phone, this last line silences him. I wait. “What are you feeling right now, mijo?” I ask.

Rogelio pauses. Then, voice cracking, he says, “Chills.”

The very pulse of God.

During Advent, we are called to prepare the way . . . to “make straight the path” and make smooth what is rocky. Our hardwiring is such that we hear these invitations as a demand to “straighten up” or “get our act together.” But it’s not we who needs changing—it’s our crooked path that needs to be smoothed . . . so we can be reached by God’s tenderness. One of the many impediments to hearing the only message God longs to communicate to us is our marriage to the pain we carry and the lament that accompanies it. With grace, we come to know that lament can’t get a foothold if gratitude gets there first.

A homie named Cuco bursts excitedly into my office at the end of the workday with a book he is reading in our fatherhood class. He opens it to a page he has marked, and I see that there is only one sentence underlined. He reads it to me: “Fatherhood is an adventure.” It’s an unremarkable sentence, and I ask him why he’s underlined it. Cuco sits down in a chair across from my desk. He’s in his early twenties and his demeanor is open and always ready for joy. “Well, cuz every night when I get home, my four-year-old son rushes me at the door, flings his arms around my legs, and hugs me. Then he asks, ‘You know what time it is?’ And I always say, ‘No, what time is it?’ And he throws out his arms and says, ‘It’s time . . . for an ADVEN . . . TUUUURRRE.’ He always says it the same way: ‘AN ADVEN . . . TUUUURRRE.’ ” I ask him if he taught his son the word. “I have no idea where he got it from,” he answers. “Cartoons, I guess.” His smile is unable to relax the hold it has on his soul. “And every day I gotta think up some crazy-ass adventure for the two of us.”

I ask Cuco another question, though I’m not sure why. “Did you know your father?”

“Nope,” he says, the regret of that truth unable to wobble his delight. “Never met him.” His smile remains. Not a rock in the path. Mountains reduced to a plain so the tenderness can get right to you.



One gorgeous morning at Camp David Gonzales, one of the juvenile probation camps where I say mass, I see a kid I don’t know standing by himself, just staring at the Santa Monica Mountains. I ask how he’s doing.

“Well,” he says, “I’m a little low on faith.” This seems like an odd place to start, as the homies say, “right out da gate.” But then he adds quickly, “You know what I do when I’m low on faith?”

I shake my head and lean in. My faith’s gas tank has been known to hover at “E,” so I wanted to know.

“I stand right here and I look at them mountains,” he says. “I stare at the blue sky and white clouds. I breathe in this clean air.” He demonstrates all of this. “Then I say to myself, ‘God did this.’ ” He turns to me, with some emotion and a surfeit of peace. “And I know everything will be all right.” The open-handed thrill of knowing what God wants us to know.

I’m reminded of Beto, a gang member in our training program who once took his young son to Griffith Park for a pony ride. For some reason his kid was terrified and had a total meltdown, refusing to go near the animal. Some weeks later, Beto took the boy back—not to force him to ride but to show him that, whatever happened, Beto was with him and he would keep him safe. This time the boy got on the pony and rode knowing he was not alone, soothed in tenderness and comforted by the feeling that everything would be all right.

I have this red string tied around my wrist, a gift from the Dalai Lama. His Holiness blessed it by holding it in his hand, then up to his forehead, then blowing on it. The string has a knot in it—not where I’ve tied it to my wrist, but located in the center of the string somehow. Over the course of the day, the knot works its way to the side of my wrist, and I’m constantly moving the knot back to my wrist’s center. The knot represents the God who I long to be at the center of my life. It helps me remain restful in that center—unable to think of myself except in terms of God. It returns me to the stillness there. “Let us . . . strive to enter into that rest,” we read in Hebrews, knowing that this is never an end in itself but equips us to follow Jesus and create the kind of kinship about which God dreams. It is not sleep.
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