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INTRODUCTION

I HAD THE AISLE SEAT, exit row, with two homies flying home to Los Angeles from Philadelphia. As people boarded, I could see a very tall man making his way down the aisle. I tried to read the words printed on his shirt. “PHILLY IS EVERYBODY.” I’m heartened. I think kinship, connection, exquisite mutuality, and, yes, we belong to each other. As he got closer, I could see that the T-shirt ACTUALLY said, “PHILLY VS. EVERYBODY.” Shoot. We were so close there.

How do we arrive at a place and tenor of community that asserts: Nobody VS. Anybody? This is, in fact, a good definition of the kinship of God. Normalization and polarization have both proven corrosive to kinship. Musician Taj Mahal used to say: “Everybody is somebody. Nobody is nobody.” No Us and Them, just Us. This is, indeed, God’s dream come true.

The homies recently changed my Siri voice to that of an Irish woman. I’m taken back to my relatives in Dunloy, County Antrim, Northern Ireland, every time I hear her. I was preaching, not long ago, in a packed church prior to a fundraiser and awards event, and in the middle of my homily, during a pause in my preaching, comes this amplified, sweet Irish voice from my left pants pocket: “I do not understand what you’re saying.” I told my cell phone, “Join the club,” and fumbled to power her off.

But this same voice guides me in all my GPS needs. I’m directed, for example, to “pull into the car park.” She’ll warn me on the freeway, “Accident up ahead,” or “Road work,” or “Hazard ahead,” or some other potential obstacle in my journey. Then comes a pause, a brief beat, and I await, breathlessly, for instructions to navigate the obstacle. Then she says with a lilting voice, “You’re still on the fastest route.” This message never fails to console me, and I proceed apace.

I don’t understand this to mean that I’m on the quickest route. I know that I am on the “surest” one. This path is certain to get me there.

I recently spoke on a panel at the LA Times Festival of Books with Rabbi Naomi Levy and my friend, LA Times columnist Steve Lopez. I told the crowd that two unwavering principles held at Homeboy Industries were the following: 1) Everyone is unshakably good (no exceptions) and 2) We belong to each other (no exceptions). Then I posited: “Now, do I think all our vexing and complex social dilemmas would disappear if we embraced these two notions?” I paused, then continued, “Yes, I do.” And the entire audience exploded in laughter. I was startled. When the laughter subsided, I repeated quietly: “Yes. I do.”

These two ideas allow us to roll up our sleeves so that we can actually make progress. So that we can love without measure and without regret. So that we can cultivate a new way of seeing. We finally understand that the answer to every question is, indeed, compassion. How else do we bridge the great polarizing divide that presents itself now, as a clear and present danger in our country? Poet Amanda Gorman writes, “Our only enemy is that which would make us enemies to each other.” If all our efforts don’t pull us together as allies, then folks will fill in the blanks and presume we are adversaries. Paramount for all of us, at the moment, is how to forge a way out of our intractable impasses. Obstacles and hazards abound. With a cherishing love, we’re still on the fastest route.

I suppose I am writing this book because of that one question I always get at some point during the Q and A period after a talk I’ve given. My friend Pema Chödrön, Buddhist teacher and nun, also gets a version of the same question about what she calls “Mr. T.” It’s a question about the alarming divide and this excruciating impasse in which we find ourselves at the moment. I never feel like I adequately answer the issue for people. I often wondered how I would more fully answer this frequently asked question if I had more time. I want to take a stab here. Consequently, this book will be different from previous ones. This book hopes to see some horizon above the impasse. After all, an impasse is a situation in which no progress can be made. I’m writing now with a longing to dissolve the deadlock.

For many years now, in my talks, I refer to a saying by Mother Teresa: “Mother Teresa tells us that the problem in the world is that we’ve just forgotten that we belong to each other.” I was speaking somewhere and, I threw that line out. A local newspaper did its research and, in the paper the next day, printed the full and accurate quote: “If we have no peace, it is because we have forgotten that we belong to each other.” This simple principle seemed to unlock a door for much that ails our country and world.

If there are people living in tents on Main Street… it is because we have forgotten. If there are more and more fentanyl overdoses… suicides… hate crimes… homophobic assaults… election conspiracies… anti-Semitic rants… homicides… massacres in Israel and Palestine… it is because we have forgotten. If only we can land on a common story, it just might propel us to connection and belonging.

This book hopes to address the existential moment in which we find our country (and world). It seeks to remind ourselves of what we deeply want and how that longing connects us to each other on a route sure to lead us to our destination. It encourages a search for wholeness and a collective patience with each other as we all engage in healing and mend our severed belonging. It is not my intention in this book to “win some argument.” Nigel, who did twenty-five years of a thirty-five-year sentence, speaks of the need for “vision casting.” He calls it “languaging.” I suppose one needs to make the case and put words together. How strong is any argument, if we’re afraid to make it? Our quest for wholeness is not a destination that we arrive at; it’s a journey we keep at.

For forty years, I have been accompanying gang members in Los Angeles. Near as anyone can tell, there are 1,100 gangs and 120,000 gang members in the county of Los Angeles. It feels like most of them have my cell phone number. Nearly ten thousand people a year walk through our doors at Homeboy Industries, wanting to explore a new life. I include in this number the many who come for a tour, to volunteer, and to support our efforts in the café and store. They, too, are exploring something new.

After thirty-six years in the city, Homeboy Industries has backed its way into now becoming the largest gang intervention, rehab, and reentry program on the planet. We never set out to do that. It just happened. Like Isaiah underscores: “While from behind, a voice shall sound in your ears: this is the way; walk in it.” It was definitely a voice from behind, not some clarity in front of us.

Sometimes when I’m being introduced at a talk, the host will say all of the above but also add “the most successful.” I never say this. I make certain that phrase is never inserted into our material. Successful? Who knows? I always want us to become less outcome obsessed and more faithful to loving. We are outcome aware but not outcome-driven. What drives us is the person in front of us. After all, Jesus never heals a crowd of people. Just one person at a time. Oddly, the very idolatry of outcomes can keep progress distant. We hope against hope that beyond professionalism is a person-centered approach. “Practice-based evidence” rather than “evidence-based outcomes.” Outcomes don’t define who we are. Same with organizations as with people. What if we didn’t punish the wounded but, rather, sought to heal them? In American society, we are faced with broken people, and we have chosen to build prisons to accommodate them. What if we did the reverse? We want to commit to creating a culture and community of cherished belonging. I’m not suggesting that Homeboy is the answer, but we might have stumbled upon the question. As Daniel Berrigan says, “Know where to stand and stand there.” Homeboy just wants to keep standing there.

Glancing back at these thirty-six years, I remember well the hostility directed at Homeboy in our first ten years. Our daily diet was replete with death threats, bomb threats, and hate mail. None of it, of course, from gang members, who always saw us as a sign of hope and an exit ramp. But to those who demonized this population, we were fraternizers with the enemy. It was always a short hop to demonize Homeboy for walking with the demonized. Then everything changed overnight.

In October of 1999, our first social enterprise, Homeboy Bakery, burned to the ground. The next day, the Los Angeles Times declared that Homeboy Industries didn’t belong to “Fr. Greg Boyle,” but to the entire city of Los Angeles. In an instant, we went from reviled to watching Homeboy Industries get hoisted onto the shoulders of the city. This tipping point enabled us to build a new bakery and our headquarters, where we have set up for sixteen years now.

COVID-19 arrived for us all in 2020. For the poor, the pandemic wasn’t an inconvenience, but the great exacerbator of despair, trauma, and mental illness. We also discovered that privacy was not a luxury afforded to those on the margins. We discovered that our vulnerability was not equal. This inequality fomented more violence and death in the inner cities. Homeboy tried to stand in this therapeutic place, honoring the beloved belonging to which we are all called. In the wake of the COVID crisis, cities were again tempted to crack down on crime as they have in the past, regardless of the ineffectiveness of that effort. Homeboy shines a light that reminds us that a civilized people cares for each other. We will care or we will ’cuff. As always, we will find gang violence in communities with historically high levels of concentrated disadvantage and disinvestment. We want to spotlight the need to raise the advantage and make investments and then watch what happens to rage, violence, and despair.

Homeboy represents a proof of concept. We have no interest in scaling up and becoming the McDonald’s of gang intervention programs (with over five billion gang members served). Instead, we have spent the last sixteen years nurturing into existence the Global Homeboy Network: a loose band of partners who take Homeboy’s model of a community of tenderness and apply it to local, vexing, and complex social issues like homelessness, disaffected youth, folks suffering from mental anguish or substance use disorder, returning citizens, etc. We have over three hundred “partners” in the United States and fifty outside the country. We convene as many folks as we can hold at our Global Homeboy Network Gathering, held for three days every summer. We explore together this modo de proceder, as Saint Ignatius would say. What would happen if we applied the culture of Homeboy to all that ails us as a society and as a world? It’s not that we think Homeboy is (as the homies say) “all that and a bag of chips.” We aren’t. But as Dan McKanan said of the Catholic Worker Movement: “It’s more of an organism than an organization.” That also feels right about Homeboy.

Homeboy reflects elements that we think can put us on the fastest route of healing, good diagnoses, relational wholeness, and cherished belonging. When we embrace relational wholeness, our divisions tremble. We aspire to be on the lookout for the secret wholeness in each other. We zero in on the precious soulfulness in everyone. We see as God sees. Vice president of operations, homie Steve Avalos, says, “A structured place is a safe place. It is there that we see the homies’ hearts until they can see their own… then they leave here, and they see other hearts.” The homies don’t need saving. They need healing. I am certain that I am not a healer. I’m equally certain that at Homeboy, healing happens.

Being a part of something positive rewires the brain. Fresh neural pathways get forged. From a healthy place, we all discover that separation is folly. I never call us an “agency.” It feels too bureaucratic. Agency, tools, curriculum—all of this is secondary. It’s what we do. But a community of cherished belonging is who we are. A homie, Marcus, told a classroom filled with inner-city teenagers, “If love was a place, it would be Homeboy.”

I recognize that the word “rehabilitation” is deficient as well. It implies restoring someone to some former privilege, a state of pre-damage. A previous moment where injury didn’t exist. That time and moment basically wasn’t there for our folks. Since 1988, I’ve buried 261 people who were killed because of gang violence. Most were buried in what I call the decade of death (1988–1998). Pádraig Ó Tuama says that in Northern Ireland, the Irish word that we translate into English as “troubles” really means “bereavements.” I understand this distinction.

In the early days, I’d walk my very poor parish, comprising two extremely large and densely populated public housing developments. Then, in later years, on my black beach cruiser bike, I would “patrol” my parish and the eight warring gangs there. I’ve recounted many stories from those days in previous books. Today, gang members who came up through the Homeboy program now run the place, and I meander as an “emeritus something or other.” From founder to flounder. We are healthier at Homeboy whenever we move from power-hoarding to power-sharing. It’s worth getting used to. “We are a power-building organization,” Steve Avalos says. “There is a process, but there is also a practice.”

One of our homie vice presidents, José Arellano, puts it this way: “This is beautiful work, but it’s not always pretty.” True dat. Recently, I received a generic letter from prison, from an inmate wanting more information and a support letter for his parole board. We get thousands of these requests a year. He writes in the letter that he has “read the Homeboy book” (presumably Tattoos On The Heart) and then “Please send mines to Fr. Greg. To my understanding, he’s the program’s Art Laboe.”

I give talks to audiences around the world. My Jesuit community has become Southwest Airlines. An old friend texted me about a conversation she had with a woman who asked, “What does Father Greg’s wife think of all his traveling?” I wrote back: “Tell her she’s glad that my ass is out of the house.” On these trips, more often than not I bring along two homies or homegirls or couples to share what happens at Homeboy. Consequently, many of the stories here are culled from “travels with homies.” Before a talk in Pasadena, a man came up to me and said, “Homeboy Industries has gentled the culture of Los Angeles.” The brave men and women who choose to walk through our doors are responsible for such a thing.

Planes are odd communities. You can’t help but have your annoyance gland constantly activated. The cluelessness, the invasion of personal space. The nervous flyer who can’t stop talking. Really. The woman who keeps pushing her call button thinking the flight attendant is her waitress or personal valet. The guy who keeps jumping up to reach into the overhead compartment. Of course, the passenger in the window seat needs to go to the restroom nine times; she won’t stop drinking iced teas. You’re going to eat that on this plane? Seriously?

So I ask myself: Is everybody on this plane good? Yes, unshakably. Anyone wicked or evil? Nope. Is there anyone on board who does not belong to us. No.

So we can begin.

Above all, this book explores the question: Why have we made so little progress? And, yes, I agree with Barack Obama, who said at the end of his two terms, “If you think we haven’t made progress, then you’re not paying attention.” Maybe it’s more precise to ask: What keeps us, consistently, from making progress? This book posits that some very specific sets of thinking impede us. When we’ve made progress, it’s because we’ve named things correctly and then pointed the way.

We don’t make progress when we demonize. We should abandon that altogether, and in all circumstances refuse to do it. A mother and stepfather tortured and killed their young son. A candidate for district attorney said, “They are bad people. And I use the word ‘people’ lightly. They are nothing short of monsters.” Surely, we can hold something as horrible and still not make monsters of anyone. Demonizing keeps us from solutions. Plus, it’s always the opposite of how God sees.

We should likewise jettison the idea that there could be such a thing as good people and bad people. And finally, we must include every single person in our circle of belonging. This isn’t a book that merely advances Rodney King’s “Can we all get along?” notion. It wants to underscore that when we demonize and divide the world into “good and bad people” and exclude folks from cherished belonging, progress gets stopped in its tracks. These notions end all conversation. But with the clear goal of a community of cherished belonging, dialogue gets jump-started. There is nothing in our path to shut it down.

At Homeboy Industries, we’re always trying to pry the criminal justice system away from violence and punishment, overpolicing and mass incarceration, and bend it toward healing, repair, and restoration. Heal wounds rather than punish them. Our tendency, to date, as a society, is to medicalize and criminalize unlivable lives. We’ve nearly outlawed the hopeless. This punishment system needs to be dismantled.

We are all seeking a more powerful narrative of belonging. Our next frontier at Homeboy Industries is to imagine Hope Village. We want to create a neighborhood of services that can truly stand as an alternative to incarceration. Beyond just a campus expansion, this renewed narrative of cherished belonging might serve as a model for the country beyond the punitive and instead represent a heightened reverence for the complex causes of crime. Instead of bars and cells, we lay out a welcoming community that tries to soothe mental anguish, substance use disorder, and an underlying despair. Rather than the tribalism that excludes and punishes, the new narrative proposes a village that cherishes.

Writing is arduous, at least for me. It is very difficult to find time to dedicate to this task, and often, when I read what I have drafted thus far, my stuff feels like it’s been written by a committee and I wasn’t invited to the meetings. Annie Dillard says that writing is like sitting up with a sick friend. I’ve spent many a night with my ailing pal. I suppose I wrote these pages in response to those endless questions, after my talks, about the division in our country and the polarizing malaise that has us stupefied. But also, my writing kept trying to find “the straight line.”

On September 13, 2023, Danelo Cavalcante was captured. He was a Brazilian national, convicted of murder, who had escaped from Chester County Prison not far from Philadelphia. He evaded capture for two weeks. On the day he was apprehended, the sheriff declared: “Our nightmare is finally over, and the good guys won.” This book wants to assert that one can draw a straight line from that sheriff’s statement—“the good guys won”—to the very lack of progress we fail to make in crime, mass incarceration, homelessness, fentanyl overdoses, gangs, mental illness, the political divide, etc.

I suppose seventy is the new fifty, but still. Geezerdom has set in and I’m feeling mortality skulking around my house. My dad died at seventy. Like many folks my age, I’ve had random bouts with cancer and remission. Some days, you just feel old. A homie stage-whispered to another, in my hearing, “G is so old, he’s still on AOL.” Another said, when I celebrated fifty years a Jesuit, “Damn, that’s a lot of reading.” (I don’t even know what that means.) A very weathered, tattooed homegirl, before she can introduce herself, breaks into tears: “You baptized me in Juvenile Hall”—trying to compose herself—“and now… I’m a grandma.” Yes. That’s a lot of reading.

I don’t think I’m at death’s door, but I find myself assessing things I believe as I inch toward that door. I believe the following things:


	God is in the loving.

	God IS inclusion.

	Demonizing is always untruth.

	We belong to each other.

	Separation is an illusion.

	Tenderness is the highest form of spiritual maturity.

	“Kindness is the only non-delusional response to everything” (George Saunders).

	Love your neighbor as you love your child.

	We are all unshakably good.

	A community of cherished belonging is God’s dream come true.



For what it’s worth, this book just wants to lure us to embracing God’s heart and punto de vista. It proposes a mystical view that perhaps can lift us above those things that keep us apart. Nobody VS. Anybody. God’s dream come true.





[image: ]


1 THE WILD ONE


I ASK SCRAPPY HOW HIS day went. He ponders the question before answering, “Today… I let God hold me by the hand.”

I’d been told by our people that I need to be at KTLA VERY early. They are going to promote our 5K Walk/Run the following week and need me in the studio for the five-minute spot. Our press liaison, Nadia, has instructed Louie to join me and, I suppose, capture it all. He’s our homie house photographer and somewhat famous for asking you to hold that pose for the time it takes cobwebs to form. I often snore loudly when he does this. It never seems to speed him up.

Louie is good company. “He be poppin’ out with stuff,” the homies say of him. He’s unpredictable and can often take you on an unexpected viaje. I pick him up in front of the Homegirl Café. It’s still dark. When we’re on the freeway and well on our way, his phone rings. “It’s Nadia,” he tells me. “I better take it.” Instantly, he affects the tone of someone barely rousing himself from very deep, REM sleep. “Ye… ah?” as drowsily as he can muster. Then he snaps to: “That’s TODAY?… Damn… I just woke up.” Nadia is quite possibly screaming. He suddenly perks up. “Just kidding. I’m driving with G now.” Then he reassures her further. “Don’t mind me. I’m in my terrible twos.”

It’s nice to catch up with him on our trek to the studio. I ask him about the state of things with his “baby mama” with whom he shares a son; their relationship has been contentious in the past. “I’ve decided to be strategic with her,” he says. He doesn’t want to fight with her. “I don’t want to be bashful with her,” which, as near as I can tell, means he doesn’t want to verbally “bash her.”

Louie takes all these shots of me—sitting in the greenroom, walking into the studio, shaking hands with the “talent.” When I can, I feign nodding off as he tries to get the perfect shot.

On our way back to Homeboy, I swing by my childhood home to show Louie where all eight of us grew up. On the hundredth anniversary of the house, the extremely nice new owners invited my mom and all of us over for a huge party. When my mom, in her nineties, pulled up to the house in her wheelchair, she could see the owner had hung a small wooden sign on the portico with two tight chains that read: “The Boyle Home.” My mother wept, and it took her a while to compose herself enough to come inside.

Louie sees the sign, still in place, thinks it’s cool, leaps out of the car, gets the perfect (and lugubrious) shot, and then hops back in the car. “Let’s get out of here, before they call the hounds.”

The singular Meister Eckhart, mystic and priest (along with Saint Ignatius of Loyola, of course) is something of a recent spiritual father for me. He wanted to wake folks up and would often, in his preaching, say something ridiculous and outrageous as sort of an alarm clock. The Church at the time put him in the penalty box because he proposed a notion of God quite at odds with the Church’s thinking. He was condemned a week after he died. The Church tried to maintain an image of the distant and aloof “Unapproachable God,” and Eckhart insisted that the God we actually have was saying to us, clearly, “Approach. Come closer. Let me take you by the hand.” Like Louie, who waits an eternity to bring us into focus, this God just wants to approach us, remind us of our goodness, and access us. The perfect shot.

Eckhart speaks of the “Wild One,” the God ceaselessly surprising, whose care and delight in us is hugely outsized. The Church in his day (and perhaps currently) wanted to tame this wild God because the puny and distant version served their purpose. This God, like Louie, wants to take us on an unexpected viaje. By the hand. This God “be poppin’ out with stuff.” A domesticated, unapproachable God, however, will put your butt in a pew every Sunday. This wild, astonishing God may have more spacious plans for us.

We align the compass of our hearts with the energy of this wild God. We find the God of intimate welcome, generous hospitality. This God does not want to “bash” us. We are beckoned to see the intimacy of the unseen, and it allows us to live in the immediacy of wonder. It can delight in the terrible twos, no matter how old we are. The light inside of everything.

I go to anoint Esperanza on her deathbed. Pancreatic cancer brought her to this moment surrounded by family and friends. It was clear, before long, that her next breath would soon belong to God. It took me a minute to work through the crowd to apply the holy oil to her forehead and then to invite the gathered to all do the same. Esperanza was my pal. Our point of connection were her two sons, Sammy and Luis, who were both gang members. I knew them from back in the day, when I had more hair, and when they were both causes of my rapid loss of it.

After the anointing, Luis and Sammy insist on walking me to my car. They’re doing well now. Employed and with kids of their own, they seem to have found the path that leads to flourishing. We lean against my car, and the two brothers get teary as they retrieve memories of this stalwart woman. Sammy, the younger and wilder of the two, recalls a moment. He’s sitting across from his mom in the visitors’ room at Central Juvenile Hall. He’s fifteen years old. The two of them are sitting at the lonely end of a long table and she cannot take her eyes off her kid. It is all gaze and little conversation. At one point she asks, in Spanish, if the guard is looking their way. Sammy tells her no. In an instant, she reaches into her bra and deftly removes a small, still-warm burrito from Al & Bea’s, a Boyle Heights institution. (“It’s the special ones,” Sammy clarifies, “the chile relleno ones.”) Just as deftly, Sammy grabs the burrito and pulls it down under the table. Furtively, when the guard is distracted, he’ll take a bite while his mom smiles placidly. Love is a radiant light. It is the light inside of everything.

Eckhart thought that human beings had this ability to think in the divine mind. Esperanza engaged in this intimate participation with God. The divine presence is awakened in her. This “Voluptuous God” is let loose and liberated from our tired notions. Now we are able to connect to the passionate longing of God. The will of God, if you will. We can give marching orders to the God that keeps us from inclusion and loving acceptance. Sammy was not just fed that morning at Juvenile Hall; he was given access to something. He was captured by the belonging of God, as surely and slowly as Louie brings his subject into focus. God’s pleasure in us is altogether reliable, what John O’Donohue calls coming home to your soul, to the house that you never left. He emphasizes that this is not a “spiritual journey… it’s a rhythm.” O’Donohue urges, “Enter the quiet immensity of your own presence.” Sammy in this tender moment is more than fed—he’s in rhythm with himself and fortified. He’s untouchable.

Part of the quest is to be freed from everything that is not God. Eckhart thought we should rid ourselves of the irrelevant stuff, the tired views of God and religious language that block the pores of our soul. Richard Rohr says that your image of God creates you. Our God is self-effacing. We aren’t. This may be one of the reasons why we have such a hard time connecting to the God of love. God is not needy. We are. God does not long to be liked. We do. God is never fishing for a compliment. That’s our thing. Homies are endlessly insisting, for example, that everything happens for a reason. God is behind every reasonableness and everything unreasonable. When the opportunity affords itself, I will tell homies that God is too busy loving them to have any time left for orchestration. Sometimes we are saddled with an image of God that does not create us in God’s image.

I’m sitting near an older woman at a Fantastic Sams waiting for a haircut. She takes a call from her son. She speaks only Spanish, and every time her son presents, I suppose, some calamity or misfortune that has befallen him, she keeps saying, “Dios manda”: God is in charge, or also, perhaps, God is sending this. It can mean both. I suspect we sometimes insist that “God is my co-pilot” so we don’t have to fly the plane. “Aquí mando yo” (I call the shots here) is what the stern father or strict husband says tirelessly. Clearly, we need to sidestep what Mirabai Starr calls the “Abusive Father God” and, indeed, replace it with the ceaselessly delighting and sustaining One. The prophet Hosea would say that God wounds us, then heals us. God strikes us, Hosea maintains, then binds our wounds. When God is the cause of everything, it allows for the abusive father who beats our ass, then wipes our tears. A reset is in order. For even when we find ourselves less than delightful, God does not delight in us less.

In a recent New York Times Magazine interview, eighty-seven-year-old primatologist Jane Goodall said, “Traditional faith will have you believe in a loving God, and when I look at what’s happening on the planet, I think if there is a God like that, is he playing with us?” Not sure “traditional faith” actually wants us to believe that, but a reset can refine our thinking here.

I realize now, after all, that I DO believe in an all-powerful God. I always thought one had to choose between an all-loving God or an all-powerful one. But this power does not reside in God’s rescue of us nor in God’s choosing to change outcomes; rather, God’s power is found in the sustaining love that is always extended our way and accompanies us. Not a God who intervenes but one who energizes us to act. Go ahead, fly the plane. We can feel God leaning into our very own well-being and longing for it to flourish. The all-loving God IS powerful. We don’t have to choose. The power is in the loving.

It is necessary, however, to release our hold on the categorical. We don’t really know the God of love like we might know algebra or how to cook spaghetti carbonara or how to balance our checkbook. Knowing the God of love is a different kind of knowing. We locate access to this knowledge when we let God take our hand. We’re invited to participate and let ourselves go down the slide into the pool. God hopes we’ll grab that hand on the way down. The meaning of the word “Islam” is “surrender.” We go down the slide surrendering our entire being to this Wild One. We no longer settle for the partial God but hold out for the Spacious One. Then we find our authentic core, in undeniably resembling this expansive God. And what could be more wild, and surprising?

I asked homie Fabian how he prays. He tells me, “Sometimes I just sit there and say, ‘Hold me.’ ” In this stillness, Fabian rests and then abides. The quiet immensity. Pascal said that most of our troubles occur from our inability to sit still in a room. I suspect it’s how we “let” God hold our hand. The stillness gives us access to the God of love. Nothing in the universe, Eckhart tells us, resembles God so much as silence. Like any parent who is helpless in a mountain of circumstances, God’s promise remains: I will carry you. I will hold you. God creates us as the Beloved, and in this we find a roomy capacity to love. We become habitually established in God’s tenderness. Hidden with Christ in God. To be held is to be habitually established in love. God is a God who loves through all loves. In fact, God will reach into her bra and provide a warm burrito—you know, the special kind. This very sustenance binds us in the freedom of love and has power enough. Thomas Merton was gentle with people because God was gentle with him. We receive this sustenance also, so that we can sustain each other.

We still have to sometimes plod our way through Scripture passages in the daily liturgy that are often at odds with our deep, soulful sense of the God of love. We suffer through, say, parts of Tobit that suggest that God is as judgmental as I am. (Spoiler alert: God isn’t.) We hear that God is “slow to anger.” But we know God… is NO to anger. The God we have does not need anger management. I saw this New Yorker cartoon where several inhabitants of heaven are standing on clouds surrounding God in the middle, who seems to be laughing. One of these souls says to another, “I don’t fear the wrath of God, but his nervous laugh scares the hell out of me.” But the truth of the matter is this: the infinite love of God is always trying to access us. Mystic Mechtild of Magdeburg suggests that the God of love is powerless to do otherwise. God chooses this powerlessness. God will be uninterrupted in loving. Unstoppable. There is no nervous laugh.

We unlearn what we need to unlearn. So, Noah builds the ark because God looked at “the wickedness of humanity” and said, “Oh boy… do I ever regret having created these people.” We know that our Wild God never felt or said any such thing. Wisdom clarifies: “For you love all things that are, and loathe nothing you have made… Your imperishable spirit is in all things.” The light inside of everything. The God of love doesn’t have a range of responses: “Oh, I like that.” “I don’t like that at all.” Rather, this Wild God of ours has a singularity of response to us. The Tender One says so clearly: I will carry you and sustain you in love, no matter what. You are irreplaceable, unrepeatable, and of unlimited worth. Augustine puts it this way: “You love us like there is only one of us.”

At a house where I was leading a weekend retreat, the first reading was the story of Abraham and Isaac. It begins, “God put Abraham to the test.” I opened my homily by telling the congregation that life provides us with endless “tests,” but not once has the God of love ever thrown one our way. Not ever. “And besides,” I told them, “any father who hears God tell him to kill his son is mentally ill.” They applauded, which surprised me. I proceeded, then, to preach on the Transfiguration.

Deuteronomy says God “tests us with affliction.” Once we have a palpable, heartfelt experience of the God of love, we know that can’t be true. The Israelites are told that God “let you be afflicted by hunger.” Nope. Shit and hunger happen, but mainly because we don’t share of our abundance nor keep a watchful eye on each other’s well-being. God has no interest in pulling the rug out from underneath us.

In a big city cathedral, I drop by for Sunday mass. The priest is preaching on Matthew 10, where the disciples are being sent out. Then he ends the homily with this: “In the last part of this Gospel passage, Jesus utters the scariest words you have ever heard. But we can’t pick and choose. Jesus says this: ‘If you acknowledge me, then I will acknowledge you before the Heavenly Father… but if you DENY me, I will deny you before the Heavenly father.’ Think about that!” And he ends the homily. Of course, you pick and choose. We are supposed to. It’s what the homie Sergio, my spiritual director, calls “the mystical filter.” Jesus used it when he quoted the Hebrew Bible. He repeated the lines that gave him life and left behind the stuff that didn’t. Like a wrathful God. No one who knows the God of love thinks that “denying” us is even in God’s lexicon. No parent, after all, would ever deny her kid, and how much less so would God? In seventy years of living, I can’t call up a single moment in John or the Synoptics where Jesus said something that scared me. Again, Mechthild says that “God wants to rest weightlessly in our soul.” A lightness of being, not weighing us down with fearful foreboding.

In Islam, Allah has ninety-nine names. Monikers like “the Compassionate,” “the Opener of the Heart,” and “the Merciful.” Names you won’t find among the ninety-nine are “the Wrathful One,” “the Punisher,” or “the Eternally Disappointed One.” Much less “the Chomping at the Bit to Deny You One.” In Jewish mysticism, God’s very nature is infinite compassion, and it is this merciful face of God that is imprinted on the human heart. God is compassionate and merciful, always and in everything.

For the past many years, some thirty members of my Class of ’72 at Loyola High School gather for a weekend retreat. Bob Barry, who sat a couple desks ahead of me in school (“Barry, Bennett, Boyle”), started the tradition. When he died too young from a brain tumor, we named the gathering The Bob Barry Invitational Retreat. I guide the reflections, and there’s a lot of sharing. We’re all geezers now, and a handful of these guys have buried their wives. Others have been married for forty to forty-five years. At one point in the sharing, a classmate says, “I need to listen to my wife more.”

Another man seconds him: “I need to listen to MY wife more.”

Then Shawn Bennett (Barry, Bennett, Boyle) says, “All this talk of listening to your wives reminds me of a story. A man is driving up a winding mountain road. A woman is driving down the road. When she passes the man, she yells out the window, ‘PIG.’ And the man yells back, ‘BITCH.’ Then the man makes a hairpin turn, and there in the middle of the road is a huge pig. He crashes into the pig, has a huge accident, and dies.” Shawn concludes, “The moral of the story is… listen to women more.”

It’s good advice. I’ve taken it. I’ve immersed myself lately in women mystics, such as Teresa of Ávila, Dame Julian of Norwich, and Mechthild of Magdeburg, to name just three. “Love begets love,” Teresa writes. Mystics found an anchor within, born of a love that can’t be agitated. These women found a Christ consciousness and oneness in their rendezvous with the God of love. It drew them to see differently. They saw the world as God’s body. It becomes an all-embracing cherishing that turns outward to the world, what Spinoza calls “a disposition for benevolence.” With any luck, we sidestep our egos and allow all mystical moments to move outside ourselves. These women mystics knew that self-absorption drained their life and vitality. Mechtild envisioned instead the soul losing itself in love. Teresa felt the soul was our deepest identity. We should safeguard ourselves from being exiled from our souls. These women welcomed the tenderness of God, then vigorously poured that out in love. Teresa brings Interior Castle to this conclusion: “When one reaches the highest degree of human maturity, one has only one question left: How can I be helpful?” Like the bodhisattva vow, you choose to put others first and just be helpful. Outward. Onward.

One of the many magnets that adorn our refrigerator in my Jesuit community is one of Jesus preaching the Sermon on the Mount. In this pious, 1950s illustration of Jesus addressing the throngs on the hillside, Jesus says: “Okay, everyone. Now listen carefully. I don’t want to end up with four different versions of this.” Different versions frighten us. We think they will take us down some Rashomon rabbit hole, and somehow we won’t know the truth. We won’t know what really happened. The “mystical filter” helps us leave behind reading scripture literally and instead start to take scripture seriously. What gets revealed is indeed luminous and spacious and a glimpse of the expansive heart of the God of love. Of course we “pick and choose” because human beings are involved. Otherwise, we handle poisonous snakes blithely or we continue to prevent women from full inclusion in the Church.

The mystical lens helps us sort through the Bible, putting aside the stuff we just don’t buy. I call it “finding the invitation.” It’s in there somewhere. Otherwise, we get tripped up by a wrathful God or distracted by Jesus thinking the guy with epilepsy is possessed by a demon. Or maybe we just can’t get past the King, who magnanimously invites folks from the highways and byways to the feast, only for the man, who is apparently wearing shorts, a Hawaiian shirt, and flip-flops, to be taken outside and beaten. Find the invitation. What are we being invited to? Well, it’s a banquet. Leave it at that. Use your mystical lens. God doesn’t indict. God invites. Like the tired joke Ronald Reagan always told about the pile of horse manure. The kid says, “There has to be a pony in here somewhere.” We use the mystical filter and find the invitation. It’s in there somewhere.

What we get most wrong about God is that God can be pleased or displeased. I was directing a group retreat on Zoom during the pandemic, and one of the retreatants asked, “Well, isn’t God pleased with some things and displeased with other things?”

I said: “We smile and frown, ’cuz we’re human beings. God doesn’t smile at us… God adores us. And God doesn’t frown, either, ’cuz God’s too busy adoring us.” God’s whole being says, “There is nothing you can do to make me stop loving you.” We want to be rooted in this loving presence. Find the pony. Feel God’s adoration. Julian of Norwich called it “Oneing.” Gregory of Nyssa described it as “intimacy with God,” where we are granted a taste of our oneness with God, and when we don’t feel it, the taste only serves to galvanize our longing for more. Kabir said, “When the Guest is being searched for, it is the intensity of the longing for the Guest that does all the work.” We are invited to love what God loves, which is quite different from doing things that please God. The prayer of our life is to lean toward the God of love and say, “Give me your eyes. Then all we’ll see is glorious.”

In our early morning email sessions every day, a reading from the day’s liturgy triggered an immediate response from Sergio. “All this talk about forgiveness. I don’t know. There’s too much back and forth, back and forth, back and forth. I just want forth. Forth is mercy.” Indeed, God is mercy. Or, as Merton says, “Mercy within mercy within mercy.” Forgiveness is mercy in a minor key. Mercy is love without expectations. Mercy is all “forth” with no concern for return.

At Homeboy, we try to invite folks to the mystical mind, then we find God, less and less “out there” and more and more “in close” as Meister Eckhart suggests. It is challenging to find this God. I type “God” in a text and it autocorrects “GIF.” But the God who wants to be found is the God of love. We find the ground of oneness there. Which is less about HOW God is and more about WHERE God is: in the loving. We align the compass of our hearts there.

The Trumper insurrectionist, after testifying at a January 6 congressional hearing, posts a photograph of him shaking the hand of one of the injured cops and apologizing to him. He shares the pic with the caption underneath: “Apology given… apology accepted.” The cop reposts it with only the words: “Apology given.”

There is no waiting in mercy, as there is in forgiveness. Apologies offered (after waiting). Apologies accepted (after waiting). Forgiveness is the raft, but mercy is the shore. We want to get to the shore. Mercy is letting go. Forgiveness is holding on. God never waits for us to get things right before loving us. It is the father running to his kid on the road and he’s already planning in his head the seating arrangements at the fatted calf dinner. God doesn’t wait for us to do something or to stop doing something. The God we have does not play hard to get. All love… no waiting. Just “forth.” Why settle for forgiveness, when we can hold out for mercy?

I heard a preacher in Lakeside Chautauqua speak of “the grace of the wooing God who welcomes and includes everybody and brings us all together in Christ.” God is infinitely in love with us and wants only to make that connection. A Trappist nun, before she died, prayed: “My God—help me accept how you see me—no matter how beautiful it is.” As my friend Chris Hoch says, “The homies are used to a ‘Department of Corrections’ God. We want to propose a ‘Department of Connections’ God.” We are being “wooed” to see this.

The very humble generosity of God deflects and says, gently, “Why are you looking at me?” God’s loving expansiveness wants us to look at each other. To be the very generosity of God and to nurture each other into becoming a community of cherished belonging. We receive the sustenance, then choose to sustain each other. Catherine of Siena heard Christ tell her, “On two feet you must walk my way; on two wings you must fly to heaven.” She interpreted this to mean: love God and neighbor. This is the ultimate victory of God’s love over division, suffering, and death. Moreover, we come to see that God only wants our happiness and not Her own. So, it’s preposterous to think that “pleasing God” is even a thing, any more than displeasing is. No healthy parent thinks, I exist so that my kids will please me.
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