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To  
my Middle Earth Family, 

who has taught me to follow the Good 
wherever it might lead; 

and while this road goes ever on 
please look back on this truth - 

for every time I sing a tune, 
I heard it first from you. 
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Introduction 
 

“God looked at everything he had made, and found it very good.”  
Genesis 1:31 

 
* * * 

 
I open with a memory. 

 
I am seventeen-years old, and attending Sunday Mass. I’m occupying my usual place at 

the front of the church, trying to flash my best Sunday smile. I’m in the choir, after all, and 
people can easily see what I’m doing or not doing. I nod my head a few times during the 
announcements (“And remember the poor on your way out…”) Finally, I hear those highly-
anticipated words spoken by the priest, rousing the people like the enchantment that awoke 
Sleeping Beauty from her nap:  

 
“The Mass is ended, go in peace.”*  

 
To which the entire congregation responds (and none more robustly than yours truly) 

with: 
 

“Thanks be to God!” 
 

That was what I said out loud. Truthfully, however, the spirit of my response was 
whittled down to:  
 

“Thank God!” 
 

It might not look like a lot is missing – mainly just a “be” and a “to.” Tiny words, really. 
But these tiny words were missing from my heartfelt reply, and that made all the difference. You 
see, I was grateful to God that Mass was over, not that it had just happened. One more item 
checked off the list of weekend chores! Onto the next thing now! For years, this was my internal 
disposition toward liturgy and the sacraments. Words like “encounter” and “relationship” had not 
yet figured into my spiritual or religious vocabulary. It won’t be difficult for you to believe, then, 
if I told you that I didn’t have a particularly profound or consistent prayer life in my younger 
years. 

 
But there is one prayer – if you could call it that – which I do remember saying quite 

often. I begged for the capacity to change. If I were going to ask God one thing, it would be that 
I’d never get stuck - in my ways, in my work, in my relationships. More than anything, I dreaded 
the prospect of getting old and losing the taste for life’s excitement and adventure, which, in my 
mind, had always been wrapped up with personal changes and transitions. I didn’t care as much 
what the passing years might do to my health or my appearance, but the desperate prayer that 
escaped my lips, as I sat on the edge of my bed and put my head in my hands, was simply: 
“please God, keep my heart open to starting something new, even when I’m forty.” (Keep in 



mind, I was a child, so forty felt a long way off…of course, it seems quite young from where I’m 
standing now). 
 

Over time, I came to realize that I was, in fact, begging for the grace of conversion. Still, 
it came as something of a surprise to learn that continued conversion was simply part of living as 
a Christian. After all, I’d gone through the sacraments of initiation. I’d been baptized, confirmed 
and given first Holy Communion. Didn’t that mean I was set for life? Oh, how gloriously wrong 
I was! Of course, baptism is the place of principal and primary conversion. But St. Ambrose 
speaks of two conversions in the life of the Church: “the water of Baptism and the tears of 
repentance.”1 These “tears of repentance” are a significant character in the pages that follow. 
They are not unhappy or gloomy tears; there is nothing to fear in this ongoing “movement of a 
‘contrite heart,’ drawn and moved by grace to respond to the merciful love of God who loved us 
first.”2 These tears remind us that we are not God, but that we are loved by the One who is.   

 
I imagine that I’m not too different from most songwriters, in the sense that I’ve had my 

“go-to” subject matters for new songs. Conversion has become one of those “go-to” topics. But 
truthfully, I didn’t even realize to what extent my songs were steeped in this theme until enough 
people asked me what I wrote about. When I stopped and looked back on the years of 
songwriting, I noticed that my childhood prayer had somehow found its way through nearly all 
of my songs. My lyrical imagination was repeatedly moved to tell very short stories in which the 
protagonist underwent some kind of personal transformation – even a minor one, expressed in a 
single word or glance.  Of course, there’s only so much that can be said in a four minute song, 
but it was my hope that a listener might be moved to at least ponder a chapter or two from the 
Book of Grace.  
 

It is most fortunate (at least it is for a songwriter who is always searching for that next 
source of inspiration) that we do not have to look very far at all to find copious examples of 
conversion. Scripture is filled to the brim with such stories. The entire narrative flows along this 
dynamic of turning towards and turning away, forgetting and remembering, rising and falling. 
Both the Old and New Testaments present individuals and nations who intermittently strive and 
fail to recall who should be governing their lives. At the end of the day, we are all faced with that 
choice: does my life come under the kingship of the Self or the Lord? And who we ultimately 
submit to has everything to do with how we live, how we love – and how we die.   

 
Scripture is already a tremendously rich resource, but it’s not the only place we’ll find 

instances of conversion. This is why you’ll come across a few chapters here which draw heavily 
from the works of J.R.R. Tolkien and C.S. Lewis. These two 20th-century authors have done so 
much to restore a sense of wonder and hope among readers, and have warmed many a chilled 
and hardened heart (including my own). My frequent allusions to their writing are a modest 
homage to their remarkable contributions to the lives of so many people who have sought the 
face of Christ and the divine assistance of the Holy Spirit.  

 
As the requests for “behind-the-song-information” increased, I started the habit of 

scribbling down notes about each one. As the pile of notes began to grow, I thought it would be a 
good idea to put them all together, and use them (in conjunction with Scripture and literature) as 
a springboard for further reflection and meditation. In this way, The Memory of Good was born. 



The title, oddly enough, had been bouncing around my head for a good ten years before I really 
settled on the theme of conversion. But even with that piece of the puzzle figured out, I quickly 
discovered that I could not write on the topic of conversion without addressing gratitude. It 
would be like telling a story of how I’d once received the most spectacular gift, but then 
neglected to send a thank-you card. And so the twin pillars of this book finally emerged: 
conversion and gratitude.  

 
But why, then, begin in the realm of memory? Because that is where we can take a step 

back and examine how the Lord has been present at every turn – at the peak of the mountain and 
in the depths of the valley. By reaching back into our memories, and recalling encounters with 
the living God, we are allowing for that grace to pull us forward and to reshape our hearts, 
imagination and senses, so that they are more closely in tune with the loving designs of our 
heavenly Father. Without such an exercise of recollection, we would be missing essential 
volumes from the Christian bookshelf, such as St. Augustine’s Confessions and St. Thérèse of 
Lisieux’s Story of a Soul. Their memories of the good in their own lives have inspired countless 
others, who are then able to recognize the patterns of grace inscribed onto their own stories and 
journeys of faith.  
 

Memory does not operate exclusively at the individual level, either. It is at the center of 
the Eucharistic liturgy: “do this in memory of Me.” We gather each week in memory of Him. We 
consume His body and blood in memory of His Passion and Resurrection. But the implications 
of sacred memory should not stop there; we are called to spend the rest of the week, outside of 
Mass, living “in memory of Him.” In this way, our very lives become Eucharistic, as we learn 
how to imitate the sacrificial love of our Lord. And this Eucharistic way of living will vary 
widely from person to person – a reality that serves the evangelical mission of the Church 
beautifully. When he was still a cardinal, Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI was once asked how 
many ways there were to God. He replied: “as many ways as there are people. For even within 
the same faith each man’s way is an entirely personal one.”3 Aslan, the Christ-figure in C.S. 
Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia, put it another way: “Child…I am telling you your story, not hers. I 
tell no one any story but his own.”4 We cannot expect to be effective missionaries of the Gospel 
if we have not already understood that the story of salvation is spoken directly to our own hearts 
from the heart of Christ. If we do not call this to mind each day, then we bring only a superficial 
hope to others, and our evangelical witness is reduced to an account of an impersonal and elusive 
God.  

 
If there was an age that needed to be reminded of the nearness and knowable nature of 

God, it would be this one. As it is, there has been an apparent amnesia sweeping through schools, 
families and governments, leaving us with the perception that God is little more than a passing 
figure in a history textbook. This neglect and forgetfulness is nothing new, of course. The 
Catechism tells us that:  
 

man, tempted by the devil, let his trust in his Creator die in his heart and, abusing his 
freedom, disobeyed God’s command. This is what man’s first sin consisted of. All 
subsequent sin would be disobedience toward God and lack of trust in his goodness.5 
 



I have only to read the latest news headlines in order to find ample evidence that our 
world today suffers from a serious “lack of trust in his goodness.” My response – as a musician 
and writer – is to strive to create mementos of His beauty and faithfulness, and to give these to 
the world, as a tiny way of restoring that trust in the Lord’s goodness. I am certainly not the first 
to attempt this, and I will most definitely not be the last. For there has long been an 
understanding that beauty – in nature, art, books and music – has drawn the human soul out of its 
isolation, and has put it in touch, even momentarily, with the glory of the inner life of the Holy 
Trinity. And so it is that some works of art become permanent fixtures in history because they 
draw us back to that moment in Genesis, when God looks over His creation and says that it is 
good. It is to this perennial law of beauty that the average visitor to the Louvre is attentive, when 
he stops in front of a magnificent painting and whispers (even if it is only ever to himself): “Ah 
yes, this is good.”  
 

There is, however, one point in the creation narrative when we hear God say that 
something is not good. It is when He declares that it is not good for man to be alone. You and I 
should not be alone, either. It is better to walk this road together. So let us step onto the path, arm 
in arm, and may our hearts be stirred and awoken by memories of when the good Lord met us in 
the garden of the world.  
 
A Christian without memory is not a true Christian but only halfway there: a man or a woman, a 
prisoner of the moment, who doesn’t know how to treasure his or her history, doesn’t know how 
to read it and live it as salvation history. With the help of the Holy Spirit, however, we are able 

to interpret interior inspirations and life events in light of Jesus’ words. And thus, within us 
grows the knowledge of memory, knowledge of the heart, which is a gift of the Spirit. May the 

Holy Spirit rekindle the Christian memory within all of us! And there that day with the Apostles 
was our Lady of Memory, who from the beginning meditated on all those things in her heart. 

Mary, our Mother, was there. May she help us on this path of memory. 
~ Pope Francis, Pentecost, 2014 

 
 
Mary, Lady of Memory, pray for us! 
 
 
 
And now, for those who would like to read the following text along with the songs, please 
visit https://soundcloud.com/miriam-rebecca to stream or download the music. The tracks 
go in the same order as the chapters.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*this was prior to the 2011 revisions in the translation of the Mass  



I 
 
Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews. He came to Jesus at 
night and said to him, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God, 
for no one can do these signs that you are doing unless God is with him.” Jesus answered 
and said to him, “Amen, amen, I say to you, no one can see the kingdom of God without 
being born from above. 
 ~ John 3:1-21 

 
 
The Postcard 
See how every notion takes on new life under the moon. 
And the silence stands at my shoulder,  
keeps me frozen in this room. 
And lifted up from deeper thoughts,  
I am waiting for His move. 
But on the other side He smiles,  
as He waits for me to choose. 
Because I haven't learned His name,  
or maybe haven't learned it right, 
but I hear He's got a thing or two to say about this fight. 
Because I haven't felt the same  
and I think I would have liked 
all the things He said I could have had  
if I'd let Him in my life. 
See how everyone points to  
all the sad times they never choose. 
What their memory doesn't tell them  
they make up to fit their mood. 
And woken up from bitter ways,  
I am calm but still unsure. 
And focused on those better days,  
I am standing at this door. 
Because there's no one left to blame,  
and I'm pushing past the lies, 
and I see that this is far beyond anything that just sounds nice. 
And the truth is never tame,  
and I really think it's time 
that I turned to face the Word  
I ran away from at the first sign.  
And He said He so loved the world, 
and He said He so loved the world… 
And I believed what He said when He said that He'd descend 
in my life, in my mess, as my best friend. 
And I believed what He said when He said 
that He would send 



all His love like a postcard  
from my best friend.  
 

* * * 
 
Imagine you are standing on the threshold of a house. Behind you, there is the world that 

you know. It might not be a perfect world, but it’s familiar, and on most days, you think that’s 
enough. But on the other side of the threshold, there is Someone calling your name, gently but 
persistently. You might have heard this voice through the dense fog of your busy days, crowded 
priorities and complicated relationships. When life seemed only to be a puzzle, you might have 
perceived whispers of this calling; words from afar, which offered a clue to making sense of 
everything.  
 

As we consider the above passage from the Gospel of John, we can imagine that it was 
perhaps this Voice that compelled Nicodemus to visit Jesus, under the cover of night. The 
imagery of the night is not insignificant. How many of us have approached Christ a bit 
sheepishly, afraid of what other people might think of our curiosity? So perhaps we come to 
Christ in the shadows, where we can’t be seen or judged by others. Or perhaps we have felt timid 
at the prospect of stepping into the presence of the Son of God…it would be like stepping under 
the brightest of lamps, where we would finally see ourselves for who we really are. There is 
vulnerability in that, and it’s tempting to back away. What will Christ demand of us? And how 
can I be sure that whatever Christ asks of me is, in fact, what will make me happiest?  

 
We’re in good company, because Nicodemus peppers Jesus with questions, too. How can 

a person be born again? How can this happen? You can hear the pleading in his voice. He wants 
to know. You and I want to know. Even the soul who hasn’t prayed to God in years and feels a 
thousand miles away from Him asks: how do I start over? How can I be happy? The 
conversation between Jesus and Nicodemus has a certain tension about it, and one can almost 
feel the back and forth going on within the heart and mind of the Pharisee. And then the tension 
breaks, and Jesus speaks those precious words, which have pierced through countless human 
defenses and barriers:  
 

For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in 
him might not perish but might have eternal life. (Jn 3:16) 

 
These words have transformed the lives of men and women across the ages. They have 

brought down tyrants and lifted up the poor. These words have given rise to martyrs, fathers, 
mothers, priests, monks and nuns. We see them etched cheerfully on the faces of athletes, and 
carved solemnly onto gravestones. And you’ll note that in His declaration, Jesus doesn’t offer 
Nicodemus a precise and detailed trajectory of his life. He doesn’t tell us what will happen on the 
17th of October five years from now. For an ambitious and plan-oriented society such as ours, we 
might find this unnerving. But the greatest Plan has already been set into motion: all of creation 
is to be swept up into the heights and depths of God’s love. A magnificent Story is being told, 
even in this very moment, and we are each and every one an indispensable character. 
  



If there could be a motion associated with the lyrics of “The Postcard,” it would be the 
movement from awkwardly bending down on one knee, in a kind of reluctant posture of worship, 
to singing praise to God while on both knees. What is at work here is not just any ordinary 
source of inspiration; it takes a force greater than that to bring a man down onto his knees like 
that. But this is a point that I shall return to over and over: the Breath which kindled the first 
glimmer of life in the universe is the same Breath which flows through every moment of 
metanoia – every turning-towards God. You will not find any greater power in all the cosmos. 
Even so, the arc of conversion is rarely perfectly smooth, nor is it restricted to just one instant in 
the spiritual life. Now what would be the adventure in that? Of course, there are big milestones 
and breakthroughs…but who is to say that, next Thursday, you won’t stumble onto a new way of 
drawing close to Christ?  

 
He waits for me to choose… 

 
The Catechism of the Catholic Church tells us that “we cannot be united with God unless 

we freely choose to love him.”6 God safeguards my freedom and will not force my hand, even 
while He desires nothing less than for me to draw close to Him. At the same time, He doesn’t 
allow Himself to be “caught.” In his Chronicles of Narnia, C.S. Lewis writes that Aslan (who is 
a Christ figure in the story) is “not a tame lion.”7 In the same way, the truth of Christ is not tame. 
We cannot capture all the splendor of the Incarnation and bottle it up. We cannot fashion it to fit 
our own wishes or agendas. This truth lives and has dwelt among us, stirring up our deepest and 
most holy longings. This truth is the Christ, who stands at the helm of our lives. And in our 
freedom, we stand by His side, as we steer our ships to the safest and most glorious harbors.   
 

This is far beyond anything that just sounds nice… 
 
Christianity is far more than simply the premier School of Nice. Men and women have 

not given their lives merely for the cause of “niceness.” And Jesus Christ is infinitely more than 
a nice man. Such men are not considered dangerous and subsequently crucified. Being nice can 
serve as a departure point, but it is not the goal of the spiritual life. If someone at the table asks 
you for the salt, and you give it to them with an extra wide smile, then that’s great, you’re well 
on your way to an acquaintanceship. Oh, how Christ longs to be more than just acquaintances 
with us! He longs to see the fire of the Holy Spirit burn within our hearts, inspiring us to leap 
into action, boldly carrying the banner of Charity into the world! 
 

And I believed what He said 
when He said that He would send 
all His love like a postcard from my best friend.  
 
These words are certainly not an attempt to trivialize the love that Christ has for us, but 

are meant rather to illustrate the tenderness and intimacy that accompanies a relationship with 
Him. These days, postcards are especially valued, since it’s so convenient to send an email or a 
text message. But a postcard! It’s something so substantial, so tangible (you can’t exactly “hold” 
an email in your hands, right?). It’s a note from someone who is far away, but even just reading 
their handwriting – the unique way they write their f’s or t’s – gives you the sense that they’re 
suddenly close by. With that postcard, you receive tidings from a far off place. And Christ brings 



us the gladdest tidings of all: news from the Kingdom of Heaven. Furthermore, we have learned 
through Christ that the Kingdom isn’t a far off place after all, but resides rather in the hearts of 
the faithful, and which becomes manifest through every loving deed and word…Thy kingdom 
come, Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven…A prayer to carry us over the threshold, as 
we continue to entrust our own lives and plans to the Lord, who “makes all things new.” (Rev. 
21:5) 
 

I don't know how to say it, but after last night I feel different. I seem to see ahead, in a 
kind of way. I know we are going to take a very long road, into darkness; but I know I 
can't turn back. It isn’t to see Elves now, nor dragons, nor mountains, that I want - I don't 
rightly know what I want: but I have something to do before the end, and it lies ahead, 
not in the Shire. I must see it through, sir, if you understand me.8 
~ J.R.R. Tolkien 

* * * 
 
Am I keenly aware of God’s grace and providence acting in my life? How have I expressed my 
thanks to Him, in both word and action? How might He be calling me to better serve as an 
instrument of conversion for others? 
 
Jesus Christ, Savior and friend! You stand ready to answer our deepest questions, even if we 
come to You in a spirit of timidity or uncertainty. Help me to overcome any temptation to 
retreat into myself, and help me throw open my heart to the happy flood of Your graces.  
  



II 
 

When Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, in the days of King Herod, behold, magi 
from the east arrived in Jerusalem, saying, “Where is the newborn king of the Jews? 
We saw his star at its rising and have come to do him homage.” 
~ Matthew 2: 1-2 

 
 
Rumors of a Good Thing 
Call it unreason. 
Call it a season. 
Call it anything you'd like but 
I will call it seeking. 
Maybe I'm wealthy 
but maybe I'm poor inside. 
Maybe I could use a trip like this because 
I'm low on wonder 
I'm low on adoration, 
but high on resignation. 
I hear there's a king on the other end 
of this star lit road and every single sense 
says I'm near it and not to fear Him. 
I hear there's a song that we'll sing again 
and there's a chance that I could be a man again. 
The only question that remains: did I bring enough to say...thanks? 
Said all my goodbyes, 
saved all my good lines 
for the final moment when everybody's waving. 
Away from the sidelines, 
I hear for the last time, 
some of them begin to say things like 
"maybe don't go" 
another says "don't you know all the dangers you could find there?" 
They call me a fool to go so far, 
but what's the good in staying right where you are? 
They call me a fool to follow roads, 
so uncertain where they go. 
So it's a good thing I remembered 
to pack my faith. 
 

* * * 
 

“This world is a great sculptor’s shop. We are the statues and there’s a rumor going 
around the shop that some of us are someday going to come to life.”9 

 



At this very moment, there are plenty of rumors going around. Some of them are just 
nonsensical rumors, born out of idleness and indiscretion. They fill the pages of those magazines 
one can buy at the supermarket. Others are downright callous; stories spread in workplaces, for 
instance, and aimed at sullying a person’s reputation. Be wary of any whispered sentence that 
starts with: have you heard about what happened to…Without a doubt, the rumor mill is one of 
the devil’s favorite means to ensnare human souls. It is where truth gets sliced into tiny pieces, 
and then carelessly stitched back together, leaving us with little more than an oddly-shaped 
shadow of the real story.  

 
But out there, swirling in that sea of rumors, are those reports that rise above the others, 

as hopeful signs, illuminating the way forward. The above lyrics draw inspiration from one 
hopeful sign in particular: a star Admittedly, I was born on the Feast of the Epiphany, which 
might explain my particular fascination with the story of the Magi. But all bias aside, it has 
always been thrilling to hear this story of a few men who were so captivated by this “star of 
wonder, star of night,” that they set out to follow it as far as it would lead them. They followed it 
dutifully, even as it led them to the middle of nowhere, which happened to be the center of 
Everywhere. They bowed down before the Lord, strangers though they were, to both land and 
faith, and offered a few well-noted gifts. And then they returned home, with little to show except 
the realization that the world was on the brink of something new and extraordinary, something 
that had nothing to do with whether or not they could box it up and bring it home with them. 
Wise men, indeed.  

 
Suppose you had been walking down the road in Bethlehem, and you encountered the 

magi on their way back from the manger, their eyes still reflecting the divine light emanating 
from the Christ Child they had met moments before. They have a strange, far-away look etched 
upon their faces, yet they seem to be more perfectly attuned to their surroundings, as though 
they’d suddenly and recently understood an essential principle about Life itself, a lesson which 
had eluded them up until that point. So you can’t help but ask why they appear to be so 
delightfully preoccupied. They tell you, and at first, you almost want to laugh. “A child? A son 
of God?” But their conviction is so palpable that you have no choice but to investigate for 
yourself. So, like “the lover of inquiry [who] must follow his beloved wherever it may lead 
him”10 you race up to the little cave, not knowing what to expect, your heart beginning to beat 
more quickly with anticipation.  

 
When you arrive, the scene is busy, but with people and animals in a cramped space, it’s 

hardly surprising. There’s the customary stable odor, but there’s another aroma floating through 
the air: it is the fragrance of an ancient place, but it’s also as pure and fresh as the first raindrop 
in a storm. An absurd thought suddenly crosses your mind: it smells like the first day of creation.  

 
They’ve made no indication that you’re not welcome, so you move in a little closer. The 

baby doesn’t look any different from the many newborns you’ve seen, including your own sons. 
But even the birth of your first-born son didn’t have the effect that this child is having on you 
right now. Something is happening inside you; an emotion is working its way to the front, 
rushing past all of your despair and worry and fear…the feeling is hope. Ah! It’s been so long 
since you last felt such hope…you quickly scan your memory…not since your childhood, in fact. 
Not since the words of Scripture had entered your youthful and lively imagination; when the 



crossing of the Red Sea felt as real as that time you’d leapt over a creek. But as you’d grown up, 
the Scriptures felt more remote, and you’d begun to think that the story was over. But now you 
realize: you’d only read the first few chapters, and you were presently stepping into the pages of 
the newest chapters. The ink hadn’t even dried yet.  

 
The thankfulness bursting in your heart right now is working like gravity upon your 

body. “Gratitude is a reply,”11 Josef Pieper tells us. Well, in this instance, the gratitude translates 
into a reply that brings you down to your knees. You bow your head, squirming momentarily 
when you remember how dirty your hair must be.  

 
The only question that remains: did I bring enough to say thanks? 
 
Your eye catches the incense, myrrh, and gold, and you wish that you’d also thought to 

bring a gift of some sort (though you don’t understand why the myrrh is there). You glance down 
at your hands. Maybe they are gift enough: these empty, open hands. Ready to receive. Ready to 
give. Ready to be raised to the heavens in joyful worship.  

 
We must not hesitate to return, again and again, to this moment in salvation history. And 

not just at Christmastime – but all year long! There might come a time when, for one reason or 
another, our faith falters and our strength wanes. Should that occur, then may we be prepared to 
turn our minds to the scene in Bethlehem, where “wonder acts upon a man like a shock, [and] he 
is ‘moved’ and ‘shaken.’”12 Yes, there is a chance that the earth will tremble under our feet, but 
we mustn’t fear the quaking, for it is simply the song of the angels. Their music echoes through 
the world with the force of a hurricane, yet with the gentleness of a lullaby, which requires us to 
listen with a child’s ear, so that we may better hear this melodic invitation to come before the 
“Wonder-Counselor.” (Is. 9:5) So let us race to meet the Son in the Eucharist, as the shepherds 
ran to the caves, to find the King under the Star.  

 
Maybe I could use a trip like this because 
I'm low on wonder 
I'm low on adoration, 
but high on resignation. 
 
My generation has been referred to as “the 9/11 generation.” This group includes those 

who were between the ages of 10 and 20 when the terrorist attacks occurred. I was twenty years 
old, and just beginning my third year of college. For a time, it deadened any sense of purpose 
and astonishment. Before then, I used to sit at the window of the world, and gaze out upon a 
view that was enticing, open and wondrous. During those days following 9/11, the window onto 
the world had been shattered, and a cold breeze was coming through. I didn’t want to get too 
close. The shards of glass might cut me, and only bring more pain. So I stepped back, away from 
the window and away from the view. And anyways, I thought there was nothing good left to look 
at.  
 

If you are curious as to why I refer so frequently to Tolkien and Lewis in these pages, it is 
because these two men did more for me than anyone else to restore that window and wonder. 
They taught me that there was still goodness in the world, and that even the tiniest shred of 



beauty could serve as a seed of faith. The Holy Spirit worked (overtime!) through them, in order 
to lead me back to the sacraments. They were my companions on my interior pilgrimage, as I 
pursued this rumor that my weary heart could “come to life.” I had to know if it was true, and if I 
was made of more than just cold marble, left to occupy a random spot in the world until the 
passing of the years turned me to dust.  

 
There’s a chance that I could be a man again.  
 
This pilgrimage brought me to a manger, into a fishing boat, through Jerusalem, to the 

foot of the Cross, to the empty tomb, and, finally, to the upper room. This is where, like St. 
Thomas, I am moved by faith to proclaim “My Lord and my God!” And every day is an 
opportunity to repeat this declaration of faith, because every day presents new challenges and 
needs. Even when that upper room feels like the smallest and shabbiest broom closet, we must 
cling to the truth of who God is: Lord and God. This memory of God’s holiness and goodness 
helps us to recover the deepest sense of our own humanity. To follow the path towards the 
kingdom leads us down the road of what it means to be man and woman. And it is a curious twist 
that Christ promises the kingdom to those men and women who “turn and become like children.” 
(Mt 18:3) Of course, He does not ask that we behave in a childish manner, or regress into 
immaturity. But He knows – as we all do – that children possess a keen sense of wonder. They 
observe minor miracles all around them: the smell of breakfast, the sound of the ocean, and in 
the presents on Christmas morning. The phrase “take it for granted” does not exist in their 
vocabulary. Little children can’t walk past a crack in the wall without speculating what caused it, 
or if it will expand, or what hidden borders between realms might have just opened up.  
 

To borrow an idea from one of my traveling companions, Tolkien, I’d like for you to 
imagine coming across these words:  

 
“Farmer Smith glanced out the window, and his spirits could only life at the majestic 
sight of the purple sun, nudging its way higher and higher into the sky, announcing the 
new morning.” (inspired by “On Fairy-stories”) 
 
Hopefully, you’ve noticed that there’s something curious about this brief passage. Our 

sun is not purple. It’s yellow. The suggestion of a non-yellow sun might ruffle a few of our 
feathers, even unconsciously. But reading about a purple sun only makes us think harder about 
the yellowness of our own sun. Perhaps that is something we might not have given any attention 
to in years, not since we were on a playground, when we noticed how the clouds rolled in and 
stole away the light. The minds of the grownups would have turned to thoughts of an impending 
rainstorm, but the children thought of eclipses and magic. The strange depiction of something so 
familiar might stir in us the yearning to take a step back and say: good heavens, our sun really is 
a blinding sort of yellow. Another step back might reveal how red and velvety those flowers in 
the neighbor’s window are, even though you’ve been walking past them for a solid week now. A 
few steps more, and a friend or spouse or sibling now has that glow of a recovered treasure 
which has been buried underground for years. They’re tall! They’re kind! They’re loud! They’re 
generous!  They’re beautiful! We are starting to understand why playing around with adjectives 
is a big part of storytelling; they yield the power to awaken something inside of us, and inspire us 
to do such things as jumping to the defense of our own sun. It takes a child’s heart and 



perspective, then, to recall that God’s own Son has seen us as beautiful all along, and will defend 
us to the end, even against death itself.  

 
He said, "You become. It takes a long time. That's why it doesn't happen often to people 
who break easily, or have sharp edges, or who have to be carefully kept. Generally, by 
the time you are Real, most of your hair has been loved off, and your eyes drop out and 
you get loose in the joints and very shabby. But these things don’t matter at all, because 
once you are Real you can’t be ugly, except to people who don’t understand.” 13 
~ Margery Williams 

* * * 
 

Do I have a vibrant sense of wonder when it comes to my faith? Am I unafraid to bring my 
questions and doubts to the Lord in prayer? Is there someone or something that I have recently 
been taking for granted? What can I do to restore gratitude and appreciation where these have 
dwindled?  
 
Counsel me in the ways of wonder, O Lord! Show me where sainthood begins. Cast out any 
fears or hesitations I may have about this Divine Friendship – where it will lead me, and how 
it will transform me. Let gratitude overflow into every thought and deed, and may I have the 
grace to respond to Your call with the totality of my life.  
  



III 
 
When Jesus heard this, he was amazed and said to those following him, “Amen, I say to 
you, in no one in Israel have I found such faith.” 
~ Matthew 8:5-13 

 
 
Remember the Centurion 
 
I have a friend, he’s been under the weather, 
we gave it some time but he’s not getting better. 
I’m out of ideas and the gods have been quiet, 
for a rather long time now. 
But I heard a rumor that You might be able to lend us a hand. 
But if it’s alright with You, I will stay here, 
as You go inside of my house with those tears. 
And please disregard all the mess on my floor, 
it’s been a hell of a year. 
“My dear, I’ve never seen such steady faith 
In all my time here,  
Go and see what love has saved tonight.” 
I have a son, he takes after his mother, 
he sees all the good and the light in the other. 
But he’s been at war and his last letter told us 
That it wasn’t all well. 
But I heard a rumor that You might be able to reach across death. 
Whatever You say in this moment, 
I believe that it’s breaking through and making new  
whatever comes Your way. 
And I took a step on the limb that was shaking 
under the weight of the chance I was taking. 
You looked at me long and Your look got me thinking: 
What if all of it’s true? What to do? 
Had You heard a rumor that I’ve been a beggar for some kind of change? 
 

* * * 
 

“Lord, I am not worthy that you should enter under my roof, but only say the word, and 
my soul shall be healed.” 

 
These words might sound very familiar to your ears. This statement is the last thing the 

congregation says during the Communion Rite, before the reception of the Eucharist. How often 
I have uttered these words, with hardly a thought spared for them, in gratitude for what they truly 
mean! And when meditated upon in the context of their Scriptural origins, these words take on 
an even more profound and marvelous significance.  
 



Let us return to the Matthean narrative for a moment: 
 

When he entered Capernaum, a centurion approached him and appealed to him, saying, 
“Lord, my servant is lying at home paralyzed, suffering dreadfully.”  
He said to him, “I will come and cure him.” 
 
Imagine the mix of emotions in the heart of the centurion. On the one hand, he is relieved 

to hear the Lord’s response. There is hope for his beloved servant! But then, he bows his head, as 
another emotion washes over him: unworthiness. He is not convinced that he deserves to receive 
such mercy.  

 
Have we not gone through similar experiences? Maybe multiple times! An encounter 

with Christ, an infusion of grace in our lives, and we are overwhelmed with consolation and 
gratitude. But we, too, are hit with the realization of our own littleness and unworthiness. I speak 
not of “beating ourselves up” or the kind of scrupulosity that drags us down, to the point of 
almost forgetting God’s power and presence. It is simply an honest awareness that we have not 
always been suitable dwelling places for the Spirit of the Living Christ. The overly scrupulous 
soul might only subscribe to the first part of the above Communion prayer, but the second half is 
equally important.  
 

There is another centurion featured later on in the Gospel of Matthew, when Jesus is in 
His final moments. After our Lord breathed His last, the Roman soldier at the foot of the cross 
declared: “Truly, this was the Son of God!” (Mt 27:54) Is it odd that some of the strongest 
pronouncements of faith come from these Roman soldiers? Maybe it strikes us as odd, but it fits 
perfectly within the designs of God. After all, Jesus Christ wanted to make it clear that He came 
to rescue all people from the prisons of sin and death. These passages serve as beautiful 
reminders that the Lord came to secure the salvation of all, and not just a few.  

 
“But surely”, you might press on, “there are so many examples of faithful discipleship in 

the Gospel narratives. How is it that Jesus is so amazed by this one?” And it’s true that the 
Evangelist records Jesus’ amazement, as He announces: “Amen, I say to you, in no one in Israel 
have I found such faith.” What’s more, when Jesus employs the word “Amen,” He is really 
trying to direct our attention to what follows. But if you think about it, the centurion had more 
than the usual obstacles to faith. He was in a position of power (he even tells us how he orders 
his soldiers, and they obey him). He would have had the lure of wealth and glory tugging at his 
ego, not to mention the pantheon of pagan gods clamoring for his respect and worship. So yes, it 
is amazing that he, of all people, should recognize the Messiah and bow before Him. And this 
should give us great hope, because there is nothing that can stand in the way of meeting Christ. 
We are never too far, and never too lost.  

 
The focus of the story is on the healing of the centurion’s servant. But I would guess that 

Jesus also healed the centurion. C.S. Lewis once wrote that our prayers don’t change God, but 
they do change us. How does prayer achieve this? Here, I touch on matters of deep mystery, but I 
do know that every petitionary prayer is born out of a very fundamental belief: that Jesus Christ 
is God. Depending on the person, that principal belief might be very strong or it might be 
wavering a bit. Or a lot. But that prayer – whether it is a timid whisper or a confident shout – is 



lifted up to the heavens, and rings out among the angels and saints, like a bell tolling in the 
highest steeple. With each petition and prayer, we are declaring that we are not God. With each 
of these approaches to the throne of grace, we build our houses on stronger and stronger rock.  

 
So it could be that our friend the centurion might not have been a disciple yet, in the 

stricter sense of the word, but he already believed what Jesus was saying about Himself. And 
what He was saying about Himself is no small matter. Jesus was a divine troublemaker, after all. 
The supreme heavenly rebel, who came to invade all our tiny and stubborn castles. He has never 
stopped wanting to turn our worlds upside down, so that we may learn to live upright lives. He 
was no mere miracle-worker. He wouldn’t have been the first healer to wander through town. 
And it’s not as though the men and women who followed him were bored and had made a pact to 
follow the first chap who came into the village with something interesting to say. No; they had 
jobs, families, homes, and ambitions. What’s more, they did not have the luxury of centuries-old 
Church history and tradition to reinforce this Man’s claims. They could not refer to their Bibles, 
or discuss it with their pastors, or write letters to their local diocesan offices asking them to 
verify the legitimacy of this carpenter Jesus. There must have been something so engaging about 
the person of Christ which was capable of overriding the instinct to just stay put and let Him pass 
through town, as they did with other preachers who came through with a message and a miracle. 
What was it, then? What did the centurion and so many others see in Him and hear in His voice? 
What do we still see and hear two thousand years later?  

 
“Amen, amen, I say to you, before Abraham came to be, I am.” ~ John 8:58 
 
It is this kind of claim that landed Jesus in such hot water, and which gives us such hope. 

This is not the work of your typical first century wandering wise man. This is a Jewish man 
declaring that He is God, and this was considered blasphemy of the highest order. And while 
some condemned him, many thousands of others believed him. In fact, “the crowds were 
astonished at his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority, and not as their scribes.” 
(Mt. 7:28) Even the demons seemed to know his name, which is both terrifying and strangely 
reassuring.  
 

This was the Man that the centurion approached, in his darkest and lowest hour. He had 
heard rumors of Christ, and now – face to face – he believed the rumors to be true, and he wasted 
no time in entrusting the life of his servant to this Man, this Son of God. But the story does not 
end with the miracle cure. If anything, it is just the beginning of another story:  
 

You looked at me long and Your look got me thinking: 
What if all of it’s true?  
What to do? 
Had You heard a rumor that I’ve been a beggar for some kind of change? 
 
As I said, this healing story works on two levels. The servant was healed, that much we 

know. But I like to imagine the centurion walking away from this encounter with Christ, 
wondering how his life will have to change after the things he has heard and witnessed. In this 
way, his story very much parallels our own journeys. We even say the same words that he said! 
Sunday after Sunday, we come before the same Lord who stood in front of the centurion. He 



stands today, as He stood then: ready to hear our every petition, and prepared to provide a refuge 
for the searching and restless heart.  

 
Then he breathed upon me and took away the trembling from my limbs and caused me to 
stand upon my feet. And after that, he said not much, but that we should meet again, and I 
must go further up and further in. Then he turned him about in a storm and flurry of gold 
and was gone suddenly…And since then, O Kings and Ladies, I have been wandering to 
find him and my happiness is so great that it even weakens me like a wound. And this is 
the marvel of marvels, that he called me Beloved, me who am but as a dog.14 
~ C.S. Lewis 
 

* * * 
 
Have I meditated recently on the bold claims that Jesus made, concerning His divine nature? 
How does who He is transform the way I live? Do I hesitate to ask Him for help? Have I turned 
to Him today, even if it is beg for something seemingly impossible? How does this dependence 
on the Lord shape my own heart?  
 
Lord, I entrust my heart to You, the Divine Physician. I believe You are who You say that You 
are – the Son of God, the Savior of the world. You see where I am wounded, even before I see 
it for myself. I remember what you told the Roman centurion, and I long to hear such healing 
words echo through my own life.  
  



IV 
 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ 
with every spiritual blessing in the heavens, as he chose us in him, before the foundation 
of the world, to be holy and without blemish before him. In love he destined us for 
adoption to himself through Jesus Christ, in accord with the favor of his will, for the 
praise of the glory of his grace that he granted us in the beloved. 
~ Ephesians 1:3-6 

 
 
Mark and Jane 
Dawn draws near, the end of an age is here, 
wayward stars crossing my thoughts tonight. 
What would I see there, after the top stair? 
I could always run far away. 
Sweeter scents offer a tale to tell, 
Merry sounds fill up this waking hour. 
What do I mean by all that is inside? 
All that is tender, yet still like stone? 
He set me free by giving me this one last job to do. 
He made me lovely, telling me the truth of who we are. 
Door unlocked, I look with a quiet shock, 
drink the scene as though I’d been thirsty my whole life. 
All of your things are carelessly thrown on  
the sill of the window, so typically you. 
He set me free by giving me this one last job to do. 
He made me lovely, telling us the truth of who we are. 
 

* * * 
 

If you wander down the aisles of a bookstore (virtual or otherwise), you’ll undoubtedly 
come across a section with books dedicated to deepening self-knowledge and discovering one’s 
purpose.  

 
Find Your True Self in 17 Easy Steps! 
The Key to Unlocking Your Destiny 
Patience in the Pointlessness: How to Thrive in a Chaotic World 

 
Of course, these are not real titles. But the spirit behind them is not too far from the truth. 

Finding and living out the best version of yourself is a popular quest these days. Even as the 
chasm between society and religion grows, and various “isms” emerge to fill in the gaps, men 
and women have not lost their enthusiasm for this mission. Sure, the adventure towards self-
discovery can get severely derailed and distorted…but the fact that there is an adventure at all 
says something important about human nature. It admits that we all want to be told that we 
matter and that we have some role to play in the bigger scheme of things.  
 



When I was fourteen, my eighth-grade class was asked to come up with a list of 
superlatives for all of the students graduating from elementary school. One by one, the titles 
were distributed: “most creative,” “best smile,” “most likely to succeed”…And then it was my 
turn. After some discussion, my peers voted me “shyest.” I was devastated. I took this to mean 
that I was “most likely to be forgotten.” Who wants to be forgotten? The answer is 
straightforward: no one.  
 

In a reflection on Christian joy, Pope Benedict XVI wrote: 
 

Where does it come from? How is it to be explained? Certainly, there are many factors at 
work here. But in my view, the crucial one is this certainty, based on faith: I am wanted; I 
have a task in history; I am accepted, I am loved. Josef Pieper, in his book on love, has 
shown that man can only accept himself if he is accepted by another. He needs the 
other’s presence, saying to him, with more than words: it is good that you exist.15 

 
It is good that we exist. This is a good we must remember, if we wish to successfully 

begin the hard – yet joyful - work of finding God’s will for us. During the course of this work, 
we are given the company of friends and family. We are encouraged to intensify our 
participation in the sacramental life of the Church. Prayer opens up those essential channels of 
communication, both horizontally and vertically. And something starts to happen as these pieces 
– fellowship, sacraments, prayer – come together: a relationship with Christ takes shape and is 
strengthened. This relationship with Christ is designed to unlock who we truly are. He made us 
lovely...God has made us out of and for love. He has created us to know and be known by others. 
Which means that any task He has set before us is not one that is to be undertaken in isolation. 
The pursuit of holiness is not a form of quarantine. Now, the devil would very much like for us 
to believe that we are utterly alone in this great big mess of a world. He wants us to think that the 
sacraments are empty and that prayer is an exercise in futility. He would be happy (although that 
wouldn’t be the right word for it) if we thought our lives had no intrinsic value, and that we do 
not have any significant role to play in history. His is the voice that whispers why bother? and it 
doesn’t matter anyway. He isn’t just trying to keep us from God and from other people; he’s 
even trying to keep us from ourselves. If we truly know who we are (and keep in mind, we are 
made in the image and likeness of God), then we become less susceptible to the schemes of the 
Evil One.  
 

Marriage, religious communities, knitting circles…these are all examples of how we are 
very much not alone on this road. To take the first one: the lyrics above are inspired by the story 
of two characters in C.S. Lewis’ book, That Hideous Strength. Mark and Jane are struggling in 
their marriage; they are unsure of themselves, of each other, and of their future. They are each 
trying to find meaning in their lives. At first, they go about it separately. One spouse immerses 
herself in a career, and the other tries to climb the ranks of an elite intellectual circle. Eventually, 
they learn to frame their existential concerns in the context of a shared faith and common life. 
And they discover together that they had forgotten one very important job which had been 
entrusted to them: to bring new life into the world.  

 
As I approached my thirty-third year, my mood would sometimes take a grumpy turn, 

when I considered how sparse my accomplishments had been thus far. But I would console 



myself by remembering how C.S. Lewis didn’t even convert to Christianity until he was thirty-
three, at which point he began the most prolific part of his career. I figured my best and most 
fruitful years were ahead of me. This is perhaps a silly example, but it shows how another 
temptation lurks on the sidelines, waiting to jump in: the urge to compare or to engage in 
competition with others. But it’s not a race against others, or even a race against time. It is a 
contest – and a daily one, at that – between the old self and the new self. The dead self and the 
truly-alive self. If I have collected degrees, awards and written dozens of books, but “do not have 
love,” then I am, as St. Paul would say, little more than a resounding gong.  

 
He set me free by giving me this one last job to do. 
 
There is a strange idea going around that a person is somehow less free when they are 

committed or “locked” into a vocation. One more night of freedom! That’s something you might 
hear at a bachelor party, as though getting married and starting a family marks the end of the 
good times. But our popular notions about freedom are rather upside down. We are, in fact, more 
free to do a thing well when we are giving ourselves entirely to it. I will highlight later in this 
book the refreshing reality that the saints are all so wonderfully different. But there is a common 
thread woven through those colorful lives: the grace of single-mindedness. Have you noticed 
how holy men and women always seem so focused? Even when peppered with doubts and 
challenges, they have this ability to remain free from distraction, and to keep their eyes fixed on 
the things of God. They have a heightened sense of where they should go, who they should speak 
with, and what they should write down.  
 

Maybe it’s because they feel the passing of time pressing in on them. But I don’t think 
it’s just that, at least not the way we think of it. You’ll often hear that you should take chances 
and do this or that, because “life is short.” The truth is, life isn’t short. It’s long. In fact, it 
stretches well into eternity. It isn’t something you’ll hear in one of those overly sentimental car 
or diaper commercials, but the fact remains that the value of a single human soul surpasses the 
value of the entire cosmos. For we are the immortal ones, and even the most brilliant of stars and 
constellations will one day fade into dust. It isn’t the planets that will rise from the dead; it is you 
and I. The saints live and breathe this truth. They give themselves entirely to the work of 
building the kingdom here on earth, because it is already written on their hearts. They have an 
architectural blueprint and a map, and they aren’t afraid to use them. And the passing of time 
isn’t bringing them closer to the end of their part in the story; it’s only bringing them closer to 
the beginning of the longest and greatest chapter of all.  

 
Men and women who are close to God savor the simplicity of being. Let us all remember 

that it is good that we are. Emboldened and strengthened by that memory, let us then move 
forward in confidence, knowing that our Lord has called us to accomplish a certain work in this 
world, which no one else can do. He has equipped us for this job, even if we do not yet realize it.  
 

Of course, there are universal rules to which all goodness must conform. But that’s only 
the grammar of virtue. It’s not there that the sap is. He doesn’t make two blades of grass 
the same: how much less two saints, two nations, two angels.16 
~ C.S. Lewis 

 



* * * 
 
Have I asked the Lord recently what His will is for my life? How do I spend time cultivating the 
gifts that have been given to me? Who are the people in my life whose friendship supports me as 
I seek to hear and follow God’s call?  
 
Meditate on these words of St. Teresa Benedicta of the Cross: “Let go of your plans. The first 
hour of your morning belongs to God. Tackle the day’s work that he charges you with, and he 
will give you the power to accomplish it.” Heavenly Father, grant me a deeper appreciation for 
the gift of existence, of today, and of my place and work in this world. Help me remember that 
I come from You and I am going back to You.  
  



V 
 
Take to heart these words which I command you today. Keep repeating them to your 
children. Recite them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down 
and when you get up. 
~Deuteronomy 6:7 

 
 
Those Lovely Intangibles 
Now awake, on my back 
looking up at an autumn sky, 
I wonder where I am. 
And I think of the three things that would  
lead me through the seasons, 
and I try to stand.   
Then engaged, a ring and all, 
staying close to an open door, 
but I was spoken for. 
And I placed my belongings where the heart of the Song is; 
left me wanting more. 
I see, someone is overjoyed at all these odd divisions. 
And why is everyone overwhelmed, and under spells and so tired? 
And all this fortune leaves me cold 
when there’s no one left to hold 
and I am told to hide the reasons in a room. 
And all the senses leave me high, 
when they’re gone, I start to find all the evidence of life 
in the corner of the tomb.   
Now awake, on my side, 
looking up at a winter sun, 
take in what I’ve done, take in what’s to come. 
And true: 
this battle’s smaller, 
but I’ll fight it ‘til it’s over, 
and He’s God once more. 
 

* * * 
 

During my sophomore year of college, I signed up for a course called “Introduction to 
Philosophy.” I was excited at the prospect of spending many hours reading Descartes and Plato 
and Other Smart People, who could give me mesmerizing things to say at future social events. 
I’d rarely seen a professor so enthusiastic for the subject matter; I have vivid memories of his 
arms flailing around, and his jogging back and forth in front of the blackboard. I was on the edge 
of my seat, inhaling every word he said.  

 



But not every word made sense. In fact, very little of what he was saying made sense to 
me. And when he handed out the assignments, I stared blankly at the questions on the sheet of 
paper before me. I was thrown back to an elementary school math class, when we had to figure 
out which train would arrive first in Chicago, if one train left Evanston at 10am, traveling at 60 
miles an hour, and the other left Bloomingdale at 10:37am, traveling at 65 miles an hour.  

 
This was philosophy? Herein lay the keys to unlocking doors to Purpose and Identity? 
 
My peers didn’t seem to be struggling as much, and that did nothing to encourage me. I 

couldn’t even understand the questions they asked during the class. It didn’t help that there 
seemed to be an unspoken race in that classroom to say the cleverest thing first. If it was a race, I 
was coming in dead last. The only other class that had proven to be such a thorn in my side was 
the one I took on anthropology. Apparently, I’ve had some trouble studying the history of 
humanity, and the process by which humanity has tried to understand itself. Minor details, right?   
 

Fast-forward about ten years, and I gave Introduction to Philosophy a second chance. I 
looked at the reading list, and I had a sense of déjà vu. But this time, I told myself, would be 
different. At the very least, I was prepared to answer questions about trains bound for Chicago. 
But it turned out to be very different, indeed. My professor was still quirky (I started to think it 
was a requirement in the field), but the material was actually making sense. Not all of it, mind 
you, but a fair bit. And that was primarily because my professor took the time to carefully 
connect a few dots very early on in the semester. In the first class – and in nearly every session 
after that – he stated that “whatever is at the center of your life will determine everything else 
about how you live.”  
 

Admittedly, this class was taking place in the context of a Catholic graduate school, so 
the ideal “centerpiece” my professor had in mind was the person of Jesus Christ. But he wanted 
us to discover for ourselves about what life might look like if the wisdom of Christ was always 
radiating from the center of our existence. What would our good days look like, with Christ at 
the center? And what about our bad days? How would we deal with them, in light of what we’ve 
learned – and loved – about Christ? Perhaps some of you remember the popularity of the phrase 
“What would Jesus do?” It’s not a bad place to start, but I challenge the notion that we’re 
somehow observing Jesus from afar, taking down notes while watching Him go about His daily 
business. And then, from time to time, we approach Him, as if He were a kind of outside 
consultant. Is that truly loving the Lord with our whole being?  
 

This matter of wholeness appears in the Shema, which is the Scripture passage referred to 
at the start of the chapter. This prayer has been at the heart of Jewish life since the time of 
Moses, and it is the cornerstone of the Old Covenant:  
 

Hear, O Israel! The LORD is our God, the LORD alone! 
Therefore, you shall love the LORD, your God,  
with your whole heart, and with your whole being, and with your whole strength. 
Take to heart these words which I command you today. 
Keep repeating them to your children.  
Recite them when you are at home and when you are away,  



when you lie down and when you get up. 
Bind them on your arm as a sign and let them be as a pendant on your forehead. 
Write them on the doorposts of your houses and on your gates.  
~ Deut 6:4-9 

 
As He ushered in the New Covenant many years later, Jesus Christ faithfully repeated 

these words as well. But He added something to it: 
 

“The second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. The whole law and the 
prophets depend on these two commandments.” ~ Matthew 22: 39-40 

 
Four times, the word whole is used. Repeat, recite, bind, write, depend…none of this 

suggests even the smallest hint of a lukewarm love for our Lord. How tempting it is to reduce 
our love for God to a tepid and dispassionate affection! The center of our lives becomes easily 
cluttered, and before we know it, we are worshipping any number of gods, who are jealous for 
our time, our minds and our money. But no one is more jealous than our God, for no one loves us 
as He does! His jealousy cannot be contained; it overflows into the world in the form of life-
giving graces, which call us back to our baptismal promises – or perhaps towards the font for the 
first time.  
 

Whatever is at the center of your life will determine everything else about how you live. 
 

If you are anything like me, you have perhaps been worried that surrendering the center 
of our lives to Christ Jesus will inevitably push everything else out, as if it didn’t belong. No 
more fun hobbies, no more spontaneity, no more dreaming…but we mustn’t think of the Christo-
centric life as a black hole, which indiscriminately flings matter into oblivion. Rather, like a 
positive magnetic force, all the good stuff in life is drawn towards and orbits around the Source 
of all Good, allowing our desires and gifts to come into clearer focus and grow according to their 
original design. In other words, Jesus doesn’t want to steal anything from us – He only wants to 
give us more of what He knows will make us truly happy. 
 

And all the senses leave me high, 
when they’re gone, I start to find  
all the evidence of life 
in the corner of the tomb.   

 
I love that we are gifted with five senses. They have given me delicious foods, tantalizing 

smells, pleasant things to touch, stunning sights, and beautiful sounds. We have interior senses, 
as well: feelings of happiness that make the heart beat faster or the anxiety that ties our stomachs 
into knots. Sometimes these senses can seem like the totality of our identity and reality. But it is 
helpful to keep in mind that no pleasure is higher than the perfect goodness of God, and even our 
deepest and saddest valleys can go no lower than where our Lord has gone; He who descended 
into the very depths of hell on Holy Saturday, to rescue the souls of the righteous. We can enter 
into our own Holy Saturday of the senses, when all that we considered Important and Real is 
buried and locked in a tomb. When the life we planned is disrupted and the center is stripped 
away, what is there? Who is there? Here, we enter the realm of the intangible. We know there is 



life here, but we cannot quite reach out and touch it. If anything, it has the power to reach out 
and touch us.  
 

“…if reality is in the end reducible to sensible appearance, then, since this is in a state of 
perpetual flux and self-contradiction, no kind of certitude will any longer be possible. 
[...] Truth is necessary and immutable; but in the sensible order nothing necessary or 
immutable is to be found; therefore sensible things will never yield us any truth.”17 
~ Etienne Gilson 

 
The truth is, the Truth lives. The Church is not joking when she says we can enjoy a real 

relationship with the Truth. We are speaking of a person (and it should not come as any surprise, 
then, that the further away we get from understanding the profound realities of personhood, the 
further we will drift from the Person who is the Truth). Therefore, when we speak of the center, 
we do not have something stale or motionless in mind. With Christ at the core of how we live, 
there is undeniable energy and activity. And yes, we should brace ourselves for the jousting 
competition – since there are plenty of little gods trying to elbow their way into the center of our 
lives. These daily skirmishes might be minor or major, but every victory brings us one step 
closer to the restoration of the reign of the true King.    
 

And true, 
this battle’s smaller, 
but I’ll fight it ‘til it’s over, 
and He’s God once more. 

 
For a long time, I considered myself to be a failed philosopher. I wanted to be much 

better at it than I actually was. I aspired to keep up with my friends, who could rattle on about 
Objection 3 to Article 1 under the heading “Whether there are ideas?” in Aquinas’ Summa 
Theologiae. But I’ve had to make my peace with the fact that the professional philosophy is best 
left to the experts. And I say professional because if there is one thing I have learned, it’s that 
philosophy is much more than a matter of expanding one’s catalogue of intelligent things to say 
at social gatherings. At its most practical level, this “love of wisdom” is a roadmap to finding the 
best and most authentic way to live.  

 
“Fred, you’re talking like a child.  You’re living in a realistic world, and those lovely 
intangibles of yours are attractive but not worth very much…you don’t get ahead that 
way.” 
 
“That all depends on what you call “getting ahead.” Evidently, you and I have different 
definitions….Look Doris, someday you're going to find that your way of facing this 
realistic world just doesn't work. And when you do, don't overlook those lovely 
intangibles. You'll discover those are the only things that are worthwhile.”  
~ Miracle on 34th Street 
 

* * * 
 



We have been given an excellent and simple exhortation, to help us order our lives: love the Lord 
and love our neighbor. How we bookend our day is a good representation of how our lives are 
arranged and organized: what are my first and last thoughts of the day? Are the words of the 
Lord in my heart and on my tongue when I lie down, and when I get up? What is competing with 
God for the center of my life?  
 
Lord Jesus, come, reside at the very core of my life! May Your wisdom be at the origin of my 
actions, words and thoughts. And I ask that You lead me into a deep stillness, where You and I 
may converse in tranquility. A stillness of heart, mind and body. Help me see that this time is 
not just a peaceful break in the chaos of human events, but is actually a quiet stirring which 
confirms the hidden graces of Love’s movement in the world. Still-ness…the very word 
suggests that things that *were* still are. “As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall 
be…” I put my trust in You, O God, the King of all Ages, and the Lord of my life.  
  



VI 
 

When the wine ran short, the mother of Jesus said to him, “They have no wine.” [And] 
Jesus said to her, “Woman, how does your concern affect me? My hour has not yet 
come.” His mother said to the servers, “Do whatever he tells you.” 
~ John 2:3-5 

 
 
Reminded 
A lady told me once a thing I’d filed away 
among the kinds of words of relevance delayed. 
“He’ll take a weight off your shoulders, 
older lies melt away beneath the splendor of His grace.” 
And He walks on water, 
and He walks through my walls, 
moving His throne into my heart. 
And He sings in silence, 
all the ways He finds us, 
how can I be anything but reminded? 
And they’ll talk about Him, and maybe they’ll try to stop Him, 
‘cause He’s a little unpopular, but haven’t we all been there before? 
I put my hand up to my eyes, looking satisfied, 
thinking every single answer lay inside.  
But I thought I’d made it very clear, 
I didn’t want an interfering God. 
I’m walking past, I’m walking fast, 
I’m hoping He won’t catch up with me. 
Please, won’t you catch me? 
I’ve played the pacing game too many times, 
there’s an avenue of footsteps on the edges of my room. 
She always knows the love I’m racing after; 
with a cascade of laughter, she reminds me of the Way. 
 

* * * 
 

In the rich tradition of iconography, there is a style depicting the Virgin Mary as 
“Hodegetria.” You may have seen this kind of icon many times before: it shows the Virgin Mary 
holding and pointing to Jesus. The Child Jesus is holding up one hand, as a sign of blessing, 
while the other hand has a scroll in it, which contains the Gospel. The term “hodegetria” is 
translated literally to mean “she who shows the Way.” The Mother directs us to her Son, who 
blesses us, and shares the Word of Life. So much of salvation history, written upon a simple 
piece of wood! Have we studied these sacred illustrations closely enough? Have we felt the 
piercing gaze of Mary upon us, trying to catch our attention? And when our eyes do meet, she 
whispers to us “Look up! Look up from your small gods and narrow schemes! Look over there, 
my Son has been waiting for you. Do whatever He tells you. Trust in His eternal goodness.” She 



observes us pacing around anxiously, and her heart is moved with pity. She understands, better 
than anyone else, what we are looking for, and what will make us happy.  
 

She always knows the love I’m racing after; 
with a cascade of laughter, she reminds me of the Way.  

 
The character in the above song is struggling with an inner tension, going back-and-forth 

between God’s will and his own plan. He makes a fundamental mistake, though, and it’s one that 
most of us have probably made, as well: he thinks that what God wants and what he wants are 
mutually exclusive. As it is, he rebels against the prospect of an “interfering God.” Of course, 
Our Lady can only smile – even tenderly laugh – at the folly of such thinking. And so she might 
have smiled at our friend, C.S. Lewis, who underwent precisely this kind of battle in the years 
leading up to his conversion to Christianity. He had a strong distaste for the word “interference.” 
For him, this term represented all that was wrong with the world he inhabited. Interference kept 
him away from his favorite books and his preferred modes of learning. Interference, Lewis 
thought, was also the principal characteristic of the Christian God. He called God the 
“Transcendental Interferer.”18 Lewis admitted that he didn’t mind a discussion about such a God. 
He didn’t have a problem with “talk[ing] religiously about the Absolute,19 just so long as it 
didn’t make a “nuisance of Itself.”20It is a sweet irony that this interference, which Lewis so 
heartily shunned, would turn out to be the greatest gift ever offered to him. To paraphrase Lewis: 
God’s interference would be his liberation.  

 
If we want to see a prime example of God’s interference (though I wouldn’t call it as 

such), then we should turn our attention to the Annunciation. Look at what happened in Our 
Lady’s life! The Angel Gabriel suddenly appeared to her, and announced the most unexpected 
news ever heard by a mortal soul: Behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and 
you shall name him Jesus. (Lk 1:31) The Angel didn’t just bring tidings that “interfered” with 
Mary’s life; this is news that would joyfully disrupt all of human history, right down to your 
plans for next weekend. And how does Mary respond? Bewildered and awestruck, for sure. But 
later on, she tells her cousin Elizabeth: it is good. She sings a canticle of praise and thanksgiving:  

 
My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord, 
my spirit rejoices in God my Savior… 
 
When was the last time we said these words, and really meant them? For Mary’s song is 

intended to be our song, as well. It is, after all, through the witness of a “rejoicing spirit” that we 
are able to cooperate in the mission of evangelization! Our own lives can serve as a “hodegetria,” 
pointing the way to the Lord, as Our Lady does in the icon. But in order for us to authentically 
live out this faith, we must redouble our efforts to stay close to Christ. We must never consider 
the work of interior conversion completely done, for God is never finished with us. He is forever 
trying to make us more beautiful, like a sculptor who returns to his marble over and over again, 
to smooth out every inch of the rough surface. So we should be careful not to become 
complacent, as though we are no longer in need of any further reminders of the goodness of God. 
Even many years after a profound conversion, there’s still a chance we could be tempted to say: 
“ok, Lord, it’s been a pleasure, but I’m afraid You can come no further than this point…I’ve got 
it from here.” But remember what the post-Resurrection stories tell us: Jesus was able to walk 



through locked doors, and He can walk through the locked doors of our own hearts as well. 
Happily, Christ regards the stubborn heart with special consideration, since a well-oriented 
determined spirit comes in handy during the course of one’s faith journey. Truly, even the most 
stubborn of hearts can convert; a bit squeakily, perhaps, like a rusty gate that has not been 
opened for many years. No matter the squeaking; something blessed is happening. We are being 
summoned – time and again – to the throne of mercy and grace. And there is tremendous power 
here! Just imagine: He created the sea, and then walked on it. He breathed life into Adam, and 
then breathed on the Apostles. From His heart flowed the grace that gave birth to stars and 
galaxies – and this is the grace made available to us, each and every day! No wonder that Our 
Lady so desires for us to return to her Son, every time we have strayed, even just a little.  
 

When we reflect on the depth of Mary’s fiat and the mysterious laws of grace, we are 
invited to prayerfully recollect the ways that we have been told of our Lord’s saving plan for 
each and every one of us – and the ways that we’ve responded. I cannot speak to your 
experience, so I would not be able to guess where exactly our Lord and Our Lady may have 
captivated your heart. You shall have to discover that for yourself. And pray boldly! We all need 
to be reminded of where we met Christ, and when we heard His call to follow. We need to be 
reminded of when we said “yes” and when we said “no.” In his 2014 Easter meditation, Pope 
Francis invoked the imagery of Galilee, when speaking of these powerful spiritual souvenirs (it 
is a longer quote, but worth reading in its entirety): 
 

In the life of every Christian, after baptism there is also a more existential “Galilee”: the 
experience of a personal encounter with Jesus Christ who called me to follow him and to 
share in his mission. In this sense, returning to Galilee means treasuring in my heart the 
living memory of that call, when Jesus passed my way, gazed at me with mercy and 
asked me to follow him. It means reviving the memory of that moment when his eyes met 
mine, the moment when he made me realize that he loved me…Today, tonight, each of us 
can ask: What is my Galilee? Where is my Galilee? Do I remember it? Have I forgotten 
it? Have I gone off on roads and paths which made me forget it? Lord, help me: tell me 
what my Galilee is; for you know that I want to return there to encounter you and to let 
myself be embraced by your mercy.21 

 
If you want to receive accurate directions, it’s always best to ask someone who is 

acquainted with the area, correct? So if we want to find our way back to Galilee, shouldn’t we 
ask someone who is intimately familiar with it? The Blessed Virgin Mary’s heart is intensely 
close to this place, and she promises to guide us along those dusty roads of Galilee, to her Son 
and our Savior. If the lights flicker or go out, she will hold on to our hand even more tightly. She 
is the Theotokos, the God-bearer; the tabernacle which holds the Light of the World, illuminating 
our steps. The light she imparts is not merely the absence of darkness – it is the gift of clarity and 
vision, strengthened by the One who set the constellations dancing in the heavens.  
 

“I think I know exactly what you mean by the order of Grace; and of course by your 
references to Our Lady, upon which all my own small perception of beauty both in 
majesty and simplicity is founded.”22 
~ J.R.R. Tolkien 

 



Majesty and simplicity…It is telling that Tolkien should couple the two, as though to have 
an understanding of one is to have an understanding of the other. Mary, the young girl from 
Nazareth, who would give birth to the Son of God. Mary, Queen of Heaven is the same Mary 
who was the wife of a carpenter. But these curious paradoxes fit perfectly in the context of 
Tolkien’s broader story, where the mighty Elves are fading and a few ordinary hobbits of the 
Shire are drawn into the great and perilous mission of protecting all that is good and beautiful.  
We, too, have inherited this task. May we call upon Mary, the Morning Star, to enkindle our own 
hearts, and move us to remember, especially in these strange and challenging times, that we 
should turn to Christ, who is our light in dark places, “when all other lights go out.”23 

 
And the mother still joys for the whispered 
First stir of unspeakable things; 
Still feels that high moment unfurling, 
Red glories of Gabriel’s wings. 
Still the babe of an hour is a master 
Whom angels adorn, 
Emmanuel, prophet, anointed — 

A child is born.24 
~ G.K. Chesterton 

 
* * * 

 
In my efforts each day to follow Christ, do I turn with confidence to Mary, the Mother of God, 
for assistance and guidance? Can I identify the different “existential Galilees” in my life? How 
can I be a better companion to those who are might be entering their own “Galilee” for the first 
time?   
 
O sweet Virgin Mary, show me the way to your Son, you who have known Him best and loved 
Him most dearly! May I draw strength and hope from the example of your unreserved “yes” to 
our Lord – that “yes” which has echoed in the hearts of all the faithful through the ages; that 
“yes” which has nourished each generation, during this long history of building up a kingdom 
of Love. Hold me close, my Lady, so that I may arrive swiftly and lightly to the throne of the 
Most High.   
  



VII 
 

So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore tree in order to see Jesus, who was about to 
pass that way. When he reached the place, Jesus looked up and said to him, “Zacchaeus, 
come down quickly, for today I must stay at your house. 
~ Luke 19:1-10 

 
 
The Tax Collector 
I started the day out like any other day. 
But then I heard them shout. 
“What’s the deal, anyway?” 
I found the tallest tree along the side of the road. 
A sight to see: a crowd of needs 
who won’t let Him go. 
And I could almost see myself inside His eyes. 
But no! It must have been a trick of the light, 
No one could look and live that alive. 
I’ve seen You see right through me. 
Though normally I’m cold, 
a little warmth began to spread. 
And feeling a bit bold, 
I jump down but hit my head. 
A hand extends and gravity bends 
to hold me upright. 
I throw the gold upon the ground, 
and ask Him to stay. 
And like a dove in the thunder, 
He announces there: 
I have a chance to make things fair. 
And though I am not so tall, 
I feel like I’m standing at a great height, 
when I see You see right through me now. 
It’s the hardest part: this glorious moment. 
Under the tree now is marked a simple grave, 
just to remind me where I buried my old ways.   
 

* * * 
 

The story of Zacchaeus is often presented almost as a humorous anecdote from the 
ministry of Christ: the little man who scampered up a tree, so he could get a better glimpse of 
Jesus. We can see why children might relate to it, as they frequently have the experience of 
climbing on the shoulders of parents, in order to get a better view of something. “Higher, daddy, 
higher! I can’t see!” But this shouldn’t be relegated just to a child’s version of the Bible – the 
story of Zacchaeus is beautiful and meaningful in so many ways.  

 



First, let us take a moment to step into the scene: Zacchaeus is sitting at his desk. He is a 
tax collector, so his head is buzzing with numbers and names. The sun pokes through the 
windows, and perhaps we catch a glint of gold. He’s trying to focus, but there’s a commotion 
outside, and it’s interrupting his train of thought. He doesn’t know it yet, but his train of thought 
is about to be completely derailed by grace. He hears a few people in the crowd mention a name: 

 
Jesus of Nazareth 
 
Zacchaeus scratches his head…he’s certain that he’s heard that name before somewhere. 

Oh yes! Some people in town were talking about him just the other day…in fact, now that he 
thinks about it, he’d heard the name Jesus a few times in the last week. He tries to return to the 
task at hand, but it’s getting only harder to concentrate. With a sigh of resignation, he stands up, 
and peers out the window. He hears them continue to call the name, but he still can’t see Jesus. 

“Well, I can’t get anything done in here, I might as well step outside for a breath of fresh 
air, and then I can see things for myself.” 

Zacchaeus steps outside, and is swept along into the crowd. After a while, they seem to 
be getting closer to the source of all the commotion, but still, Zacchaeus can’t catch sight of 
Jesus. It’s moments like this when he really doesn’t like being so short. But he’s also a practical 
man, and he looks around for a solution. Soon enough, he spots it: the sycamore tree. He works 
his way over to the side of the road, and climbs up the tree. He finds a solid branch to lean 
against, and then looks out, over the crowd. 
 

Scripture does not record what exactly went through the mind and heart of Zacchaeus 
when he saw Jesus. But Scripture is never really able to tell us the full extent of what goes on in 
that inner chamber of encounter. We get a snippet of conversation here, and an instant of action 
there. But even with the scarcity of words, we know that something radical is happening. Jesus 
looks up, and says without hesitation:  
 

“Zacchaeus, come down quickly, for today I must stay at your house.” 
 

Again, the Evangelist is unable to relate what happened in the time between Jesus’ 
request and Zacchaeus’ reply. It might have been little more than half a minute, but it was 
enough time for Zacchaeus’ entire world to be turned on its side. He forgot about the money and 
papers sitting on his desk. He dismissed thoughts of his to-do list, and brushed off the temptation 
to think about how hungry, hot and dusty he was. With thundering precision, the Lord broke 
through the defenses of this man from Jericho. One penetrating gaze might have been enough to 
accomplish such a conquest. Can you imagine what it must have been to look into the eyes of 
Christ? If you looked long enough, maybe you could see the stars themselves, playing in the light 
of His eyes.  

 
We can be sure of one thing, though. When he climbed up the tree to get a better view of 

the Lord, Zacchaeus was actually getting a better view of his whole life. One look and one word 
from Jesus, and he started to see himself as Christ saw him. And he realized immediately: not all 
of it was pretty. And what did he do? He confessed his dishonorable ways to the Lord, and made 
a promise to “repay…four times over” all those he swindled. With almost child-like innocence, 
he blurts out his sins, trusting that the Lord is merciful. After all, it was Jesus who wished to stay 



at Zacchaeus’ house, even though He must have known the tax collector’s past deeds. It was 
hardly an invitation – more like a clear demand. And what mercy there was in the request! 

 
Initially, Zacchaeus had planned on being an anonymous spectator. He was going to let 

Jesus pass by him in the crowd. But the Son of God does not allow us to remain anonymous for 
very long! He was not going to simply pass by this man’s life; He was going to enter into it. His 
desire is no different with each one of us. He wants to plunge into the deepest recesses of our 
life, where we never want anyone to go, for fear that we might be a little less loved as a result of 
their discoveries. But that is precisely where our Lord wants to dwell, and to change us from the 
inside out.  

 
Have you ever been to Eucharistic Adoration? If you have, then you, too, have 

experienced climbing up the sycamore tree to get a better view of Jesus. And, like Zacchaeus, if 
we gaze into the eyes of Christ – hidden in the Blessed Sacrament – then we, too, will catch a 
glimpse of who we truly are, reflected back to us. And, also like Zacchaeus, we might very well 
remember our sins during the course of that encounter. But instead of that moment being one of 
crushing realization, the Lord has given us a gift instead. A gift of forgiveness and the treasure of 
being able to “forget what lies behind and strain forward to what lies ahead.” (Phil 3:13) In fact, 
Zacchaeus provides one of the earliest templates of the penitent sinner engaging in the sacrament 
of reconciliation…except that he did not have the luxury of a soundproof confessional.  
 

I would guess that a priest such as St. Pope John Paul II would have had a special 
appreciation for this powerful symbolism of the encounter between Zacchaeus and his Lord. 
Indeed, he left us this beautiful reflection in one of his Holy Thursday letters, and it’s something 
worth keeping in mind, no matter what side of the confessional you are on:  
 

…Every encounter with someone wanting to go to confession, even when the request is 
somewhat superficial because it is poorly motivated and prepared, can become, through 
the surprising grace of God, that “place” near the sycamore tree where Christ looked up 
at Zacchaeus. How deeply Christ's gaze penetrated the Jericho publican's soul is 
impossible for us to judge. But we do know that that same gaze looks upon [every 
penitent]. In the Sacrament of Reconciliation [priests] are agents of a supernatural 
encounter with laws of its own, an encounter which [they] have only to respect and 
facilitate.25 
 

* * * 
 

How can I be more open to having Jesus "stay at my house" today? What can I do to prepare a 
dwelling place for Him in my heart and in my daily life? Do I truly welcome others – not just in 
my physical home, but also in the home of my heart?   
 
Heavenly Father, You are the maker of my soul. You know me so well. Come into all those 
places in my heart and in my life where I have closed the door to Your love. Be generous and 
gentle with me, Lord! But in Your tenderness, be firm about where I must grow in sanctity and 
make amends.  
  



VIII 
 

Now when they heard this, they were cut to the heart, and they asked Peter and the other 
apostles, “What are we to do, my brothers?” Peter [said] to them, “Repent and be 
baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; 
and you will receive the gift of the holy Spirit. For the promise is made to you and to your 
children and to all those far off, whomever the Lord our God will call.”  
~ Acts 2:37-39 

 
 
Monica’s Son 
He got in his car and he drove away, 
didn’t look back to see all that mattered. 
And by the next day, he’d assured his mind 
that this was more than just a pattern. 
He’s so enlightened, he knew everything 
by the shadows on the wall that told him: 
He’s so entitled, he’ll do anything, 
just as long as it looks to be true. 
His mother wonders what he’s doing now 
and if he found a God or Savior. 
And she will hold on to the smallest hope 
knowing it sometimes happens later. 
He looks alright on the outside, 
what about on the inside? 
Not every door that he opened was good. 
He talks about finding sunlight, 
What if it’s only more night? 
Echoes of silence... 
On one of his drives, he begins to sigh 
And bigger questions start to find him. 
The very air is thick and still and strong 
with possibilities he’d thought timid. 
 

* * * 
 

A promise made to all those far off… 
 

If there has been one person in all of history who has trusted that God calls those who are 
far off, it would be St. Monica. You might recall that she was the mother of St. Augustine, who 
wandered far and wide before he came home to Christ and His Church. She prayed fervently, 
entrusting her son to the Lord, and to His ways, which are not like our ways. She wept as she 
watched and accompanied her son during the course of his long pilgrimage. Hers were the tears 
of a mother’s love, and I believe such tears must enjoy some sort of special hotline to the Sacred 
Heart of Jesus. In time, her prayer was answered. She could not have predicted the where, when 
and how. Such details are customarily left up to the operations of Divine Providence. But I can 



imagine that her tears of joy flowed even more freely than her tears of sorrow, when she heard 
the news that her beloved son was coming home! 

 
The turning point came when Augustine heard a voice tell him: tolle, lege. “Take up and 

read!” He knew what he was being asked to do. Did he know to what extent his life would be 
transformed? Was he aware that his story would make an impression upon thousands of souls, 
across the ages? Did he consider how this one action might set him on the road to becoming a 
Doctor of the Church? Of course not (and thank goodness, because this might have given him 
quite the headache and ego trip). Rather, like a traveller who puts one step in front of the other, 
he was certain of this next one thing that he had to do: he needed to open the Holy Scriptures and 
meditate upon the first words that he read. So he did. The book was opened to the thirteenth 
chapter of St. Paul’s letter to the Romans. And thus began a new chapter in the life of Augustine.  
 

If today you hear His voice, harden not your hearts. ~ Psalm 95 
 
So many new chapters begin just like this. I don’t mean that following the promptings of 

an actual voice is a necessary element for any successful conversion. But what is common to 
most conversion stories is that singular instance of openness and receptivity to whatever form the 
voice of the Holy Spirit chooses to take. A book, a film, a sunset, a conversation, a time of 
silence...the Divine Invitation can cloak itself as any number of things. The burden is on us to 
respond. Too often, though, we are told that a response is not strictly necessary, and that we can 
hover over the possibilities interminably. It’s a lie, of course, designed to keep us from stepping 
over the threshold of real faith. Just wait a little longer for the next idea to come along, it might 
be better than the last…  

 
To elaborate on this last point: I got the idea for the song “Monica’s Son” after seeing a 

car with a number of bumper stickers on it. They proposed every possible faith, ideology, and 
lifestyle. From Mother Gaia to Jesus to Buddha to the Flying Spaghetti Monster…it was a very 
crowded bumper. There was, however, no indication that the owner of the vehicle subscribed to 
the ideas behind any one of those stickers. Maybe he worked on commission, and was trying to 
broaden his market prospects. But in all seriousness, that car’s bumper represents much of the 
spirit of our age: come and take a closer look at these ideas and paths, any of them will work, 
just find the one (or combination!) best tailored to your own needs and desires…  

 
Here is where so many of the misadventures find their start! The trouble begins when we 

believe that the open mind is the highest aim. It is good to recall the words of G.K. Chesterton 
here: “The object of opening the mind, as of opening the mouth, is to shut it again on something 
solid.”26 Conversion is not the fruit of an endlessly open mind, because such a mind is unable to 
latch onto any one thing long enough for it to have even the least amount of claim on how we 
live our lives. But our questions and desires are worth so much more than the paltry answers and 
recommendations offered by the methodology of relativism. After all, if even the contradictory 
replies are equally correct, how is that an indication that my question is being taken seriously?  

 
When it comes down to it, people want to be taken seriously. That man over there? He 

wants to be known. The woman sitting across from you on the bus? She seriously wants to be 
loved. Ultimately, the catalogue of ideas plastered on the back of that car was silent and 



undecided on the biggest questions. And it is not like the rich silence veiled in the Godhead. 
There, the stillness whispers “My child, there is so much more here beyond the trappings of this 
world, which are mere shadows of my Kingdom. Rest here, weary one, find refuge in My faithful 
Love.”  

 
His mother wonders what he’s doing now 
and if he found a god or savior. 
 
It seems that no matter where we are in the spiritual life, there is always the risk that we 

prop up an idol or two…or dozen. It’s important not to let our guard down, lest we allow a new 
god sneak in there while we’re not paying attention. Humans, after all, have a special talent for 
building altars to strange gods. For instance, I have constructed altars and sacrificed too many 
hours of my time to the senseless and greedy god of gossip. If I am not careful to remember to 
bow before the Lord first thing in the morning, it is only more difficult to keep my eyes fixed on 
Him later, when the distractions of the day have accumulated. God does not demand worship for 
His own sake; He knows that worship can have an effect on the human heart, orienting someone 
in this or that direction.  

 
Peace! Peace to those who are far and near, 
says the LORD; and I will heal them. 
 ~ Isaiah 57:19 
 
St. Monica knew the Lord was faithful, and she knew her son was seeking the truth. Even 

if it took years, she never lost hope that the Lord’s faithfulness and her son’s quest for meaning 
would one day intersect, like two beams on a cross; reaching out to embrace all the good in the 
world, and stretching upwards to the heavens. It is here, under the shelter of the cross, where we 
can bring every ache and question. Even if we have dragged our feet here, still unsure about what 
conversion looks like, and even less sure about where gratitude figures in, we will notice how the 
Spirit of God breathes into this space, as He breathed over the Void at the start of creation. This 
is where so many holy men and women have been transformed by the Lord’s promise of healing 
peace. It is a peace that cannot be stitched together from a myriad of different (and contradictory) 
philosophies. It is a peace far beyond the fleeting distraction or anesthesia of a weak idol. And 
should we ever doubt this gift of peace, or stumble in our own faith, we can always look to 
Monica and her son, and remember that we have friends along the way.  

 
I caught him with an unseen hook and an invisible line which is long enough to let him 
wander to the ends of the world and still to bring him back with a twitch upon the 
thread.27 
~ G.K. Chesterton 
 

* * * 
 
Reflect back on St. Augustine’s experience of hearing the words tolle, lege. Have I perceived the 
voice of God recently – in either large or small matters? Have I matured in my ability to 
recognize the movement of the Spirit? What can I do to better identify such movements, and to 



improve my response to them? How are my daily habits of prayer and worship directing my 
thoughts, words and actions? 
 
Lord, even in those situations when You are not referred to by name, You still remain at the 
center of every honest search for truth. Help me remember that I am never done seeking You, 
and that I am never finished thanking You. Tune my ear constantly to Your song, which offers 
me truth beyond my own imaginings and expectations.  
  



IX 
 
When I consider your heavens,  
the work of your fingers,  
the moon and the stars,  
which you have set in place,  
what is man that you are mindful of him,  
the son of man that you care for him?  
You made him a little lower than the heavenly beings  
and crowned him with glory and honor. 
~ Psalm 8:3-5 

 
 
To Whimsy and Stone 
I started out with left and right, 
small wicker chairs and early nights. 
Tying a shoe was no small thing, 
lofty the joy that waves would bring. 
I took an afternoon to wonder: 
why all the noise in all the thunder? 
Oh, that storm! 
Oh, You wore it so well! 
I never could outrun Your reach, 
I started out with right and wrong, 
wars and alliances belonged only in realms within a yard, 
leaving us glad, with tiny scars. 
I took an evening to discover signs of a God, a patient lover; 
Oh, that sunset! 
Oh, You wore it so well! 
I never could outrun Your reach. 
All of this wayfaring has turned me older. 
All of my sighs are spent. 
Although I’ve said I want it to be over, 
I’ve kinda liked it when you promised 
You would follow me just about anywhere I went.   
Tell me the way that this all ends, tell me so I can start again. 
What of the road that bends away from all this darling disarray? 
Here at the border, counting graces 
from all the most unlikely places. 
Oh that silence! 
Oh, You wore it so well! 
I never could outrun Your reach. 
I started out with left and right, 
Small wicker chairs and perfect sight. 
 

* * * 



 
In one version of the ancient myth, the Athenian named Ariadne gave a ball of thread to 

Theseus, the man she loved, who was trapped in a labyrinth. The thread helped him find his way 
out, and they were able to be together (at least for a little while, since many Greek myths don’t 
end very happily). The imagery of Ariadne’s thread is a useful one for this meditation, since I 
composed this song in an attempt to retrace my steps back to my earliest impressions of God. 
Sitting at the piano, with my eyes closed, I contemplated that divine thread running through 
various events and encounters, pulling me in closer, through the gateway towards Truth and Life. 
Ah, I think with a grim smile, there’s no doubt that it’s been slow and arduous work – but why 
else would I call Him a patient lover? He was there, chasing me through my childhood, like two 
friends playing a game of tag in a schoolyard. He tenderly pursued me during those lessons when 
I learned left from right, and right from wrong. He was the presence in the empty wicker chair, 
when I played teatime with dolls. And when I explored the neighborhood with friends and 
siblings, He heard my little heart beat, as we encountered so many innocent dangers and thrills.  

 
This is not mere nostalgia, or the hollow kind of recollection that brings you back for the 

sake of keeping you there. Sometimes, a thoughtful walk down memory lane is enough to give a 
pulse to a weakening faith or to moisten the dry soil of the soul. For when I speak of the memory 
of good, it is not strictly the good that exists on the borders of time and space, in the background 
of the whole history of creation, but also those very personal and immediate goods, which have 
blossomed in our own lives. Each of us can tell stories of our own unique immersions into this 
ocean of abundant goodness. 

 
In my case, the first introduction to this sea of goodness was, in fact, quite close to the 

sea. I was twelve years old, and on a family trip to the Breton region of France (where my 
mother is from). One evening, we stopped the car at a place called Le Gouffre, so that we could 
get a better view of the sunset. I could not have quite articulated it at the time, but that sunset 
gave me my first real experience of beauty. The kind of beauty that possesses a meaning and 
points to something beyond itself. It was the first time I had an inkling that there might be an 
Author behind the whole design of the universe (of course, the universe was still quite small at 
that point, at least in my twelve year old perception of things). Did I suddenly feel compelled to 
change the way I lived? Was my destiny opened up before me, like a clear and well-written map? 
No, not really. But my young heart was stirred that day, and a seed was planted. And years later, 
when I reached a moment of crisis in my faith, and the world seemed unfriendly and ugly, I 
remembered the beauty of that sunset, and hope was kindled once again.    

 
I can say with confidence that this was an early “religious” experience. But I can say with 

equal confidence that I am grateful that the story did not end there. Yes, I am thankful for the 
sunset, but I am more thankful for the God who created it. And why is that? Well, truth be told, I 
could never have had a relationship with that evening sun. The clouds – as pretty as they were – 
would not have been able to answer questions or listen to my prayers. The colors were lively, but 
they were not truly alive. That would be like saying that a painting was bursting with life, but 
that the painter didn’t really have much to do with it. Why get caught up in the details or 
backstory, when it’s so much fun to merely delight in the view, right? This is connected to that 
popular notion that one doesn’t need any organized religion or institution in order to find God. 
On a certain level, I agree; God is everywhere. He can wrap Himself in the mantle of the simple 



majesty of a summer storm, or a magnificent sunset, or in the silence of the highest mountain 
peaks. But why settle for a God in disguise when we can have a relationship with a God who has 
revealed Himself in the form of a man? I think the easy answer (one that I’m guilty of having 
used) is that a disguised God doesn’t ask much of us, whereas the more we know about Him and 
what He has to say, the more we might have to amend our lives.  
 

What of the road that bends away from all this darling disarray? 
 

One meaning of conversion is to turn. It is not always easy to turn, especially when our 
feet have been so firmly planted and facing one direction for a very long time. We become 
accustomed to the scenery, and we’d rather not tamper with it. We become strangely attached 
even to the chaos in our lives – that darling disarray. These lyrics were inspired by a character in 
Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings. Gollum is a sad creature, whose existence has increasingly 
revolved around the possession of a certain Ring. But the ring is evil, and it is destroying him 
slowly, making him less and less himself. But he still – even after all that – calls it his precious. 
Precious! We wonder how such a wretched thing could be so precious. It seems clear to us that 
the whole time he thought he was in possession of the ring, it was really the ring that was in 
possession of him. But is it such a remote possibility? Are we so removed from Gollum’s drama? 
How often have we become ensnared in vice and bad habits, unable to recognize the traps we’ve 
set for ourselves, and actually mistaking the corrupt for the good? I would guess that we all have 
a few rings of power in our lives, and they are not so easy to throw away.  

 
There is no way in which a man can earn a star or deserve a sunset.28  

 
Part of the beauty of that Breton sunset was how it surprised me. I don’t mean that I was 

surprised to see the sun go down; I had enough basic science to understand the mechanics of how 
the earth revolved around the sun. But I was surprised that it felt so much like a gift. I don’t 
remember having done any good deeds worthy of a reward. If anything, I had most certainly 
argued with someone in my family that very day. But there I was, the recipient of an unexpected 
present, wrapped up in the dazzling colors of fire and water. What does one do with such a 
splendid and generous surprise? Well, as I mentioned before, I didn’t do much at first. Again, it 
is a great thing that our Lord is so patient! But like the Psalmist I quoted at the start of this 
chapter, I began to wonder, as the years slipped by, why it felt as though Someone was attending 
to me, as though my existence really mattered in this enormous and untidy world.  

 
…what is man that you are mindful of him,  
the son of man that you care for him?  

 
On more than one occasion, my personality has been described as “whimsical.” It sounds 

fun and quaint at first, but I’m not certain it’s always compliment. Who wants to be the 
unreliable or flighty one, after all? So I’ve had to learn how to infuse this character trait with a 
sense of realism, which includes a rigorous education in maintaining an outward gaze. And 
perhaps this is why the whimsical types need – more than others – a sturdy place to land. That 
realization is the reason behind the title “To Whimsy and Stone.” The stone represents the 
solidity of the Church, which was built on rock, and which has endured (and will continue to 
endure) the crashing of countless waves upon her walls. Ah, this imagery brings me back to one 



of my favorite wonders to observe! The crashing of waves upon the shore. Oh, how the Lord is 
so pleased to offer glimpses of His benevolence through the marvels of nature, but such natural 
wonders are intended to serve as signposts to Home, to Him, to the fullness of life.  
 

If I can put one touch of rosy sunset into the life of any man or woman, I shall feel that I 
have worked with God.29 
 ~ George MacDonald 

 
* * * 

 
Can I identify any divine “threads” in my own life? How were the first seeds of faith planted? In 
my own experience, what has fanned the flames of my belief in Jesus Christ? Have I had an 
experience of God in the natural world? 
 
Creator of the earth and heavens, how You bless us with the beauty of Your handiwork! I ask 
for the grace to see each wonder in the world as an opportunity to turn to You in thanks. Help 
me to understand the story of my life, how every twist and turn and lesson has led me to You.  
  



X 
 
At noon darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon. And at three 
o’clock Jesus cried out in a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?” which is 
translated, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 
~ Mark 15:33-34 

 
 
Letters Home 
Can I ask where You are, 
I hear You're doing wonders in me, 
as far as they see I could not ask for more, 
but a few little things could be just a bit better 
than now, 
is it too much to pray for? 
Can I ask what to say if You're not 
saying much in these days, 
as far as I know I have not fallen out of this love. 
I've lamented the two of us drifting 
apart in this land of sighs. 
Restless again for Someone and Somewhere. 
I keep writing letters home, 
and they come back open; 
I know that You're listening and You're not really gone, 
but if You pass by my door, 
promise me You'll say hello. 
Can I ask why You called if I can't 
find You here in this room, 
as far as I can see I cannot stay between 
all the pieces of life, 
all the possible ways I could 
follow You there to the end. 
Can I ask what it was the first time 
You made me go weak in the knees, 
like the universe settled in me, 
like a song that You wrote just to sing me to sleep 
at the end of a long, long night. 
Can I ask why You follow through differently 
than I'd have planned. 
I feel a little like I may as well go on 
by my own light, 
but that never lasts very long 
as the shadows and walls have their say. 
 

* * * 
 



Let us turn for a moment to a scene from C.S. Lewis’ book, The Silver Chair. Imagine 
that we are miles and miles below the earth’s surface. We observe a curious little company, 
consisting of a Marsh-wiggle, a Narnian prince and two English children. After an already 
lengthy adventure, they are confronted by the evil Queen – or, more appropriately, Witch – of 
the Underland. At first, the threat isn’t too imminent: she has a soothing voice, and there is a 
certain logic in her counsel. One by one, our friends fall captive to her enchantment. They have 
been travelling for so long in the Underland, they can’t remember the last time they saw the sun. 
They’ve nearly forgotten what a breeze feels like, or the sweetness that hangs in the air at the 
edge of day, as evening approaches and the shadows lengthen. All they know now are the 
interminable shadows. The hours, days, seasons…all unchangeable, here in the Underland. The 
Witch knows this, and uses it to advance her own cruel designs. She seeks to undermine every 
good memory that these unwelcome guests have of home. She uses their experience of the long 
journey through the darkness against them, to make them forget their true country.  

 
“There never was any world but mine.” said the Witch. 
“There never was any world but yours.” said they.30 

 
She very nearly convinces her captives of the futility of their mission to save Narnia from 

her terrible schemes. I say very nearly, because Puddleglum – that odd, loyal and curmudgeonly 
Marshwiggle – steps forward and speaks up: 

 
“Suppose this black pit of a kingdom of yours is the only world.  Well, it strikes me as a 
pretty poor one…But four babies playing a game can make a play-world which licks your 
real world hollow.  That’s why I’m going to stand by the play-world.  I’m on Aslan’s side 
even if there isn’t any Aslan to lead it.  I’m going to live as like a Narnian as I can even if 
there isn’t any Narnia.”31 

 
It was probably the most difficult thing that Puddleglum would ever do: resist the power 

of her words and expose them as lies. But even with the consoling memory of his beloved home 
fading, his faith in Aslan (the Christ-like figure in the story) remains unwavering. And armed 
with that faith, he can pierce through the feeble lies of the Witch and dismiss her claims that 
Narnia was never real. And he is ready to defend the name of Aslan, even if Aslan and Narnia 
feel as remote as a half-remembered dream. He responds to the wicked enchantments of the 
Witch like a bolt of lightning in the storm. His words are like a flash of light, which illuminate, 
even for just a moment, the reality of his homeland, and assures the others that it is still there, 
despite reports to the contrary.  
 

Perhaps you, who have stumbled on this book, have gone through periods when you feel 
like Puddleglum and his friends. Maybe you are in this spiritual Underland right now, trudging 
through a lonely land, where the slightest flickering light is enough to make one’s heart leap for 
joy. Perhaps you have felt abandoned, and find it difficult to remember, and thus meditate on, the 
glorious destiny written on each human heart. Perhaps your songs of praise – which, until 
recently, flowed freely – have dried up, and your life feels like a chapter out of the Book of Job. 
You hold in your hand a long litany of unanswered prayers and questions, like letters returned to 
sender. But the letters that are returned have been opened, which means our Lord is listening.  
 



There is, to be sure, a desolation that comes with unhappy detours into a life of sin. But 
then there is the kind of night that falls on even the holiest of hearts, for reasons that God alone 
knows. He allows this darkness, which is an invitation to fall into His arms ever more 
confidently, and follow His ways ever more faithfully. Through such mysterious consolations, 
He brings us closer to His heart, which shines with such radiance that our eyes must be shielded, 
as the seraphim cover their eyes with their wings. And so it may seem that darkness envelops us, 
when, in fact, we are closer to our Heavenly Father than ever before.    
 

The narrator of The Silver Chair might give us some encouragement, then, when he tells 
us about the “Really Deep Land,” which is located even further down than the Underland. We 
might be tempted to think that the deeper into the earth they went, the darker and less splendid it 
would be. But far from it: that region of the world is actually very beautiful, and full of light.  
Could it be, then, that the deep “underground” places of our spiritual life, where it seems darker 
and quieter, are not, in fact, necessarily opposed to our happiness? After all, is not Aslan still 
Lord over the deep crevices of creation? Is Jesus only Lord of the day? No! He governs over the 
night, as well, and the moon and the stars are woven into His crown. And we cannot forget 
(indeed, it is easier to remember during the dark night) that at the very center of the Christian 
faith stands the Cross. If we didn’t believe that Christ’s reign continued through even the 
blackest hour and in the deepest fractures in our souls, then we could have never called that 
certain Friday “good.” 
 

To the mind of God, there is a great chasm between hope and despair, between faith and 
unbelief. To our minds, however, it would appear that the one only just nudges ahead of the 
other. Day by day, week by week, we might oscillate between trust and suspicion, hopefulness 
and hesitation, as though they were neck and neck in a tense race. This might be why Jesus’ 
agony in the garden of Gethsemane moves us so much. He undergoes that internal battle which 
storms our hearts, perhaps even every day: “take this cup away from me…Thy will be 
done!...Wait! This is too hard…if it be Your will, spare me from this…” Back and forth, and back 
and forth…that is what so many of us experience in this life of faith. And then there are the 
break-away moments, as in a race, when a runner pulls ahead: one moment, we may be as the 
Beloved Disciple at the foot of the Cross, and the next, we may be St. Peter, weeping over his 
denial of the Lord, or St. Thomas, who doubts that Christ is truly risen.    
 
 The race might seem close, and the road might appear to be dimly lit and winding 
unpredictably. Those unanswered letters might pile up, and the pieces of life lay scattered around 
us, like an impossible puzzle. But we must not let go of the memory of an encounter with the 
Living God, no matter how distant the recollection may seem! Look how Puddleglum clung to 
even the tiniest shred of anamnesis; it was just enough to unravel the Witch’s enchantment. He 
was a man – or, rather, a Marshwiggle – who remembered where he was from. He remembered 
his true King.  
 

You made me go weak in the knees, 
like the universe settled in me, 
like a song that You wrote just to sing me to sleep 
at the end of a long, long night. 
 



In his resistance to the Evil Queen, Puddleglum was neither despairing nor terribly 
optimistic. But he was faithful to the last. And it was that statement of faith, spoken miles away 
from everything he knew and loved, which rattled a sleeping world awake and shook down the 
throne of an unjust ruler. May we pray for the faith and courage to topple those usurpers who are 
trying to overrun our own hearts! Even in our most parched and silent moments, when we join 
our voices to the cry of Christ from the Cross, let us strain our ears to listen for the gentle knock 
on the door, which announces the new morning.   
 

On that glad night, 
in secret, for no one saw me, 
nor did I look at anything, 
with no other light or guide 
than the one that burned in my heart. 
This guided me 
more surely than the light of noon 
to where he was awaiting me 
- him I knew so well - 
there in a place where no one appeared. 
O guiding night! 
O night more lovely than the dawn! 
O night that has united 
the Lover with his beloved, 
transforming the beloved in her Lover. 32 
~ St. John of the Cross 

* * * 
 
What memories do I return to when I enter periods of aridity or darkness in the spiritual life? 
Where do I draw my strength? Are there certain prayers, stories, relationships or devotions that 
are especially fruitful at these times? Do I need to increase my trust in the Lord? How can I work 
on that? 
 
It is not always an easy road, Lord. You know this, and You know it well, for You walked the 
road to Calvary, the darkest path of all. Help me trace Your sacred footsteps, as I believe they 
lead to the Resurrection. No evil enchantment has the power to overturn what You have done 
for me! “For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor 
present things, nor future things, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature 
will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:38-39)  
  



XI 
 
As he was walking by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon who is called Peter, 
and his brother Andrew, casting a net into the sea; they were fishermen. He said to them, 
“Come after me, and I will make you fishers of men. At once they left their nets and 
followed him. He walked along from there and saw two other brothers, James, the son of 
Zebedee, and his brother John. They were in a boat, with their father Zebedee, mending 
their nets. He called them, and immediately they left their boat and their father and 
followed him.  
~ Matthew 4:18-22 

 
 
Mended 
By the light of the a lifting mist 
and something isn’t quite right. 
For the first time in so many years, 
let the flood fall from my eyes. 
So I take a tour of all 
the more unlikeable parts of me. 
And I sweep the floor for all 
the dust dragged in underneath my feet. 
So long, you dragons inside, 
you are breathing fire for the last time. 
And I’ll walk among all your ashes  
until they have drifted farther 
than any eye can see. 
I feel the mud getting in my shoes, 
and it’s slowing me down. 
Falling ill from the noise of this world, 
say the cure close to my ear. 
I can see a way soaked in day, 
I live for it, I live for it still. 
And I sense Him, 
veiled in everything I could expect to see; 
a side of me wanted it to be 
just a little bit louder and tender. 
But really, I can’t complain as I am mended.   
 

* * * 
 

I am not a fisherman. And I’m going to guess that you aren’t one, either. At least not in 
the professional sense of the term. But you and I have probably mended plenty of nets. You 
might even be undertaking such a task today, and have picked up this little book in between 
those mending sessions.  
 



You see, I suspect most of us spend a fair bit of time weaving together a net which we 
think will “catch” something good. Perhaps we’re hoping to snag a fleeting moment of happiness 
there or a piece of pleasure there. And maybe if we catch enough of these things or moments, 
then we will have found the key to being truly satisfied in life. What might our nets be made of? 
Any number of things, really: those fibers might be woven together by career, sports, food, sex, 
video games, television… and please do keep in mind that in the right context, and in 
moderation, these are not inherently bad things. I love watching a good movie, and I happen to 
be an enthusiastic soccer fan. It is only when these things become the primary means by which 
we try to attain happiness that they become problematic. We can even transform other people 
into our nets. Maybe you have found yourself thinking: “if I just hold on to this other person – as 
tightly as possible, as though they were the only trustworthy and infallible being in the universe 
– then all shall be well.” 
 

The Evangelist tells us that Simon and Andrew “left their nets” so that they might follow 
Jesus. What nets might the Lord be asking us to abandon so that we might be better disciples? I 
am afraid that on our own, we will only ever be able to catch just a glimpse of the joy that God 
has prepared for us. In keeping with the mariner theme, that’s like eating reheated fish sticks, 
when there’s a mouth-watering lobster feast waiting for us.  
 

O daughter! O son! Did you not know that I am everything you need? You try so hard to 
fix your own hearts, when all you need to do is fix your heart and your eyes on My love 
and mercy! I am the shaft of light in your darkness. I am the drop of hope in your sea of 
suffering. I am the goal of all your wanderings. I am. 
 
While I am fussing with my nets, the Lord is there, waiting and wanting to mend my 

heart. He longs for me to set aside all of my meager attempts to reel in a portion of heaven, and 
He desires to grant me His joy and peace, which is the only proper prelude to the wonders of 
eternal life. But alas, on some days, my nets have grown too heavy with all that is not-God. I 
have chosen to turn away from Him and ignore His commandments of living well. Before long, I 
am weighed down by the burden of such dis-ordering of my life.  

 
But even a traitor may mend. I have known one who did.33 
 
Ah, but many of you know where the next scene will play out. You can almost see the 

box-like structure on the side or back of the church. And – if the time is right – there will likely 
be a little green light illuminated next to the door. Who knew that a tiny green light could prompt 
such varied emotions! Relief, trepidation, joy, shame, and unease…and sometimes all at the 
same time!  

 
But it is there, in the confessional, where the Lord calls out to us, with the tender purpose 

of mending us. He asks us to honestly examine our consciences, to “take a tour of all the more 
unlikeable parts.” We begin the tour…and oh, how it often makes us squirm! 
 

But really, we don’t have to be *so* specific with our sins, do we? 
 



Well, if you truly want to test that logic, try applying it to your next doctor’s 
appointment. I imagine the conversation might go something like this: 

 
Doctor: So, what can I help you with today? 
Patient: I am not feeling well, and I need some medicine. 
Doctor: Ok, where do you feel ill or hurt exactly? 
Patient: Um. It’s just around here. [draws imaginary circle around whole body] 
Doctor: Ok, that’s a start. Can you point to a specific place where it hurts? Stomach?  

Head perhaps? 
Patient: Could be my stomach. Or maybe my head. I’d rather not say. Could I have that 
medication now? 
 
The doctor would lose his medical license if he started prescribing medications based on 

such a mediocre diagnosis. Specificity is key to a proper treatment, and I’m afraid it’s no 
different with our sins. As we hear in Proverbs 28:13: 

 
Those who conceal their sins do not prosper, 
but those who confess and forsake them obtain mercy.  

 
Our first instinct is to bury our sins, where no one can find them. The prospect of 

bringing them out into the open has been a stumbling block to many, even if the Gospel 
sometimes makes it sound so simple: at once they left their nets and followed him. I’ve no doubt 
that the person of Christ is attractive enough to draw even the most hardened sinner to His side. 
Still, walking away from our precious nets and our former lives…there is a reason for the image 
of the refiner’s fire! True conversion burns away anything in us that is not ordered to right 
relationship with God. Have you ever gotten too close to a flame? It hurts.   

 
There is a beautiful and difficult scene in The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, when 

Eustace (who has not been a very likeable character up to this point) is “un-dragoned.” Yes, the 
poor boy had been transformed into a dragon! But his misfortune becomes his redemption. The 
great lion Aslan appears, and starts taking the scales off. Layer by layer by layer. At first, it is not 
too painful, but as the lion goes deeper, the sting is much more intense. And when all the layers 
have been removed, Aslan throws Eustace into the water. He emerges from those waters a new 
creation. I say “new” and not “perfect,” because Eustace still had plenty of work ahead of him. 
The old ways and habits had not simply vanished overnight. But he – and the rest of us – can be 
“confident of this, that the one who began a good work in you will continue to complete it until 
the day of Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 1:6) 
 

So: no, I am not a fisherman. But I have stood at the shore, looking out at the horizon, 
wondering if there is Anyone out there who can tell me why I still feel a little broken and empty, 
even though I’ve spun such a lovely net, which has collected such lovely things. But even the 
memory of the greatest day of my life doesn’t seem to be enough. I’ve been chasing the good 
times, and sometimes that pursuit happens at any cost. But at certain points along the way, I have 
to admit that a kind of sadness and heaviness of heart has crept in. Another admission follows: 
that it need not be this way. There is another way… 
 



Once more he felt the warm breath of the Thing on his hand and face. “There,” it said, 
“that is not the breath of a ghost. Tell me your sorrows.”…The mist was turning from 
black to grey and from grey to white. This must have begun to happen some time ago, but 
while he had been talking to the Thing he had not been noticing anything else. Now, the 
whiteness around him became a shining whiteness; his eyes began to blink. Somewhere 
ahead he heard birds singing. He knew the night was over at last…A golden light fell on 
them from the left. He thought it was the sun…He turned and saw, pacing beside him, 
taller than a horse, a Lion…It was from the lion that the light came. No one ever saw 
anything more terrible or more beautiful.34 
~ C.S. Lewis 

 
* * * 

 
What places in my life still need to be illuminated by the transformative light of Christ? What 
still needs mending in my heart? What must I walk away from, in order to follow the Lord more 
closely? 
 
Lord, help me to recognize the dragons which prowl about in my life. Grant me the strength 
and courage to cast them out, leaving nothing but mere traces of smoke, to be blown away by 
the fragrant breeze of the Holy Spirit. Help me be honest with myself, Lord, so that I may 
honestly and authentically present Your face to a world which so desires to see You. 
  



XII 
 
Setting out from Succoth, they camped at Etham near the edge of the wilderness. The 
LORD preceded them, in the daytime by means of a column of cloud to show them the 
way, and at night by means of a column of fire to give them light. Thus they could travel 
both day and night. Neither the column of cloud by day nor the column of fire by night 
ever left its place in front of the people. 
~ Exodus 13:20-22 
 

 
Song of a Traveler 
I took a journey along the edge of everything I knew. 
He met me there on a quiet night, the old man in the moon. 
He told me that I’d miss him dearly, 
he failed to mention how it wounds so deeply now. 
Wading around in a misery, I couldn’t dare to see. 
Keeping away from the wild side of minor epiphanies. 
If only folly were a virtue, 
then I would already be halfway holy by now. 
I’ve had those moments when I thought I was humble  
but oh!  How I was wrong, 
but at the same time, oh, how I belonged. 
After a time in the skies and seas, 
voyages long and fair, 
I couldn’t tell if the world was round, 
or if I was awfully square. 
Of all the voices in the heavens, 
I only wanted to hear one say my own name. 
I’ve had my share of danger, 
none so close than when I looked inside to find 
a stubborn stranger, speaking faulty words of wisdom. 
I know, yes, I know… 
I let them go. 
I took a journey along the edge of everything I knew, 
funny the ways that have brought me here, 
brought me back to you. 
 

* * *  
 

If there is one story that utilizes the leitmotif of journeying, it is The Lord of the Rings. 
One of the tag lines, after all, is “there and back again.” So it is not surprising to discover early 
on in the book that the hobbit Bilbo Baggins is making arrangements to leave his beloved home 
in the Shire. This trip has been a long time coming, as he confides to the wizard Gandalf: 
 

Why, I feel all thin, sort of stretched, if you know what I mean: like butter that has been 
scraped over too much bread. That can’t be right.  I need a change, or something.35 



~ J.R.R. Tolkien 
 

I don’t know about you, but I have, on a number of occasions, felt like butter scraped 
over too much bread, and quite ready for “a change or something.” How many of us have been 
left feeling stretched thin and a little helpless, when we’ve tried so many avenues, ideologies and 
distractions? We should be careful, however, when we become aware of our helplessness, 
because we leave an opening for the Holy Spirit to leap in. When the defenses come down, 
there’s a chance that the immediacy of the eternal catches our attention. The Spirit knows how 
the sense of heaven’s closeness can do wonders for transforming our earthly life. Thy kingdom 
come, Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.  

 
The Lord tells us this, yes, but personal experience confirms this, as well. It’s a curious 

memory: the time I let my guard down as I was filling up the dishwasher one day. Perhaps you 
laugh, but I believe that I was the unknowing and grateful victim of some sort of sacred 
experiment. Nothing else would account for the absurd rush of meaning that occurred, a meaning 
that is not normally ascribed to something so dull as filling up the dishwasher. I was suddenly 
flooded with the unassailable certainty that this tiny moment mattered. There was joy to be found 
between the dirty plates and silverware. I can’t recall how long the peculiar sensation lasted. If 
time fell apart, it was only because it was being tampered with by something heavenly. Why this 
moment, cleaning up after dinner? I didn’t dare ask. If the Holy Spirit wants to lead an invasion 
of grace in the kitchen, then so be it. That’s as good a moment as any to begin to understand how 
camels will fly through the eyes of needles, men will rise from the dead, and our hearts will rest 
in God, as if He were some cozy cradle in this immense universe. 
 

A few years after that mystical episode in the kitchen, I stumbled on an article which 
announced that archeologists had discovered some human remains at Stonehenge. The story took 
an intriguing turn when it mentioned how the team believed the remains were of a man from the 
foothills of the Alps. Now, what on earth is a gentleman from the Alps doing at Stonehenge? He 
was a man who was either terribly lost, or knew exactly what he was looking for. Maybe he was 
doing just fine, tending to his sheep in the mountains, when one day, word of Stonehenge 
reached his ears, and his heart swelled at the thought of seeing it for himself. One can just 
imagine this young man, preparing to leave home, his parents nagging him "Couldn't you just 
stay home and find a nice girl to settle down with? Why do you have to go so far for a bunch of 
rocks? What does it prove? Why aren't you listening to us...??"  
 

As I speculated about these remains at Stonehenge, my mind drifted from earth to Middle 
Earth, and led me to reflect on the Christian and the Took.  What is a Took? Who, rather, is a 
Took? The Tooks were a prominent Hobbit family, known for their adventurous inclinations. 
They were unusual in the way they did not necessarily exhibit the Hobbit disposition, which 
leaned heavily towards the settled, simple life; the average Hobbit would have their reservations 
about gallivanting across Middle Earth to slay dragons, even if there was treasure to be found at 
the end of it.  
 

Both the Alpine wanderer and the eager Took undoubtedly confronted the first rule about 
adventure: that it generally involves a risk. And probably not just the one. The possibility that 
something or someone along the way may inflict some significant damage or transformation in 



heart, mind, or body. And then there is that dreadful prospect that one may never return home. 
But, happily, that is also the way of many good things. Is there not a stupendous risk in the words 
“I love you?” What about the thrill of the marriage vow? Thank goodness that the human story is 
full of people who have consistently refused to stop at those old frontiers of what they have 
known or experienced. Otherwise, who knows if we would have ever discovered the Arctic 
Circle or gone to the moon or even been born.  I’m sure many would agree that the married life 
is about as certain and predictable as a maiden voyage into outer space.   

 
And while it involves a much more internal and personal expedition, faith is also a kind 

of frontier. And as far as faiths go, Christianity is decidedly Tookish. It is an experience that I 
cannot fully explain, but in the space and time it took for me to put a plate into a dishwasher, my 
soul had moved across some unseen boundary. And something told me I’d be cutting the 
conversion short if I just stopped there - indeed, faith can move mountains, but that’s not a good 
reason to never set out to see what those mountains look like.  

 
then something Tookish woke up inside him, and he wished to go see the great 
mountains...36 
 
There will come a time in our lives, God willing, when the Took inside awakens, and we 

take to the road. One step, and then another, spurred on by the contemplation of some wondrous 
thing. Before you know it, the journey has properly begun. If you have ever watched a child 
chase a magnificent Monarch butterfly across the fields and forests, you have seen how wonder 
can so often lead us down the path of adventure. A few words of wonder were enough for a man 
from the Alps to hold fast to his resolution to see for himself whether or not the place called 
Stonehenge existed. His was a long road, and we know for a fact that he never returned. But 
there is evidence that he arrived. The saints are individuals who heard of a thing called holiness, 
and set out to find it. Their sainthood is a powerful reminder that even we may strive toward 
such glorious heights. And while archeology tells us that a man died, far from home, under the 
shadow of those mysterious structures, our faith moves us to hope for the day when we pass from 
this world under the brilliant light of His graces.   

 
Our traveler friend, Bilbo Baggins, participated in a great number of fabulous and 

terrifying adventures, but still felt – and increasingly so, as he grew older – there was one last 
adventure to be had. It is the adventure which calls us all by name. And we can fill up our time 
and our hearts with as much wealth and knowledge and success, but that last of all adventures 
(which, as C.S. Lewis reminds us, is the beginning of many others) is relentlessly fixed and 
waiting on the horizon, standing like the only real and sane thing to be found in the world. The 
question we must ask ourselves is: are we ready to embark? Perhaps as early as tomorrow?  
 

Yes, I am talking about death. And if we, in this time of “New Evangelization,” are not 
prepared to speak of such realities, then I’m afraid we’re not well-equipped to talk about those 
things which precede death – things like life. But we should take heart and feel inspired as we 
look back onto the whole canon of story and music and poetry. They are usually treatments of 
two things: love and death. Two adventures of the highest order. And they are also two things 
about which the prevailing culture has fashioned some peculiar ideas. What a pity! There are few 
worse things than a spoiled adventure.      



 
Shall we journey on together, then? 

 
Being good is an adventure far more daring and violent than sailing around the world.37 
~G.K. Chesterton 

* * * 
 
Can I recall any times when I felt as though I’d crossed a kind of frontier in my faith? Where 
might the Lord be leading me now? When I consider the spiritual journey, what do I fear or 
become anxious about? And what brings me excitement or joy?  
 
Heavenly Father, You have set us here among the innumerable stars. Help me find the road 
that I must travel, here in this corner of the cosmos. When the steps become tedious and 
tiresome, Lord, remind me to turn to You – You who have walked this road of our humanity 
before. And should there be a bend in this path, help me turn in such a way that will only lead 
me closer to You. 
  



XIII 
 

Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us rid 
ourselves of every burden and sin that clings to us and persevere in running the 
race that lies before us while keeping our eyes fixed on Jesus, the leader and 
perfecter of faith. For the sake of the joy that lay before him he endured the cross, 
despising its shame, and has taken his seat at the right of the throne of God. 
~ Hebrews 12:1-2 

 
 
Prayer to St. Sebastian 
A prayer to St. Sebastian 
is what my heart is singing 
in the moment when my knees are 
in danger of giving up. 
When it feels like I am breathing 
on just one lung, 
I believe that St. Sebastian's there 
to help me carry on; 
to see it can be won. 
And I believe he's quite familiar 
with matters of determination; 
because he handled all these awful things, 
and kept his faith and patience. 
He kept them in the face of 
certain termination. 
Fortunately it is not like I am being made to walk 
into a lion's den. 
But still I'll call on him 
eleven miles in. 
A prayer to St. Sebastian 
is what my heart is singing 
in the moment when the smallest hill 
becomes the tallest mountain, 
I believe that St. Sebastian's there 
to help me along the way. 
To offer inspiration from 
a few of his saintly ways. 
And when it feels like I can breathe no longer, 
and I can move no farther, 
my hope is suddenly stronger, 
he's on my side. 
The end is getting is closer, 
and when it's finally over, 
I'll drink to that St. Sebastian. 
A prayer to St. Sebastian 



is what my heart is singing 
in the moment when I cross the line 
he'll be running by my side. 
 

* * * 
 

Do you remember a time when you signed up for something, unsure that you could 
actually accomplish it? I made such a decision in the summer of 2009, when I decided to start 
training for the Boston half-marathon with a few friends. Now, to some readers, 13.1 miles might 
not seem like a big deal, but to me, it was like signing up for the full marathon. Fortunately, my 
friends knew how to properly train, so I followed their lead (albeit sometimes from a few yards 
behind…I’m simply not designed to run quickly). The weeks went by, and we inched closer to 
race day. There were even a few times when I actually managed to enjoy myself, running along 
the Charles River, under a blue autumn sky, with the leaves changing and the crisp breeze 
nudging us forward.  

 
That’s not to say I wasn’t enjoying myself the rest of the time. I savored the challenge, 

and relished the sweet triumph of overcoming obstacles. After all, I’d had a doctor tell me many 
years ago that I’d never be much of an athlete, since my asthma was “too bad,” and my 
constitution was “too weak and fragile.” So yes, on a certain level, the training was a source of 
enjoyment. But it was also a source of great discomfort and exhaustion. My friends would kindly 
attempt to make conversation while we trained, but I could hardly string three words together - I 
needed to dedicate every ounce of oxygen and stamina to the run. So I mostly just nodded and 
grunted, and let my friends do the chatting, while each particle of my mind and body was 
focused on putting one foot in front of the other, and remembering to breathe at regular intervals.    

 
The training was going reasonably well, until we hit our longest practice run: twelve 

miles. It was two weeks before the big day, and it was a miserable run. For the first time, I 
wanted to give up. There’s no way I can pull this off, if I am going to feel like this. Who was I 
kidding?! This isn’t me, I should just quit. Thoughts like this bounced around my tired brain, as I 
trudged up the steps to my apartment after my friends dropped me off at home. I flung my keys 
on the table, and stood in the middle of the living room, pondering my next move. My gaze came 
to rest on the piano. My next move was decided: while still wearing my running gear, I sat down 
at the piano, and poured my frustrations into composing a song. About a half hour later, the tune 
“Prayer to St. Sebastian” was written. Perhaps the speed with which I wrote the song is further 
evidence of how badly I needed help and reassurance of a supernatural order. 
 

“Why St. Sebastian?” you might ask. Well, he is the patron saint of athletes, so he 
seemed like a logical person to turn to. Granted, his was a drawn-out and especially violent 
martyrdom, and I was merely preparing for a recreational race. But his perseverance and faithful 
courage has been a beacon of inspiration down the ages, to all those struggling to persevere in 
any area of life. And I do mean any area of life – on physical and spiritual planes, since they are 
often not very far removed from each other. When a temptation to sin tugs at your soul, doesn’t it 
feel as though a tremendous physical effort is required to stay the course and commit to the 
good? St. Paul was well acquainted with the rigors of discipleship: 

 



Every athlete exercises discipline in every way. They do it to win a perishable crown, but 
we an imperishable one. Thus I do not run aimlessly; I do not fight as if I were 
shadowboxing. No, I drive my body and train it, for fear that, after having preached to 
others, I myself should be disqualified. ~ 1 Corinthians 9: 25-27 

 
So, isn’t reassuring that we do not train for the Christian life alone? Doesn’t it bring 

comfort to your heart, knowing that the journey of conversion does not take place in a vacuum? 
To begin with, we have our present community of believers to turn to: family, friends, priests, 
parishioners, religious brothers and sisters. But Christian fellowship is not limited to whoever 
happens to be walking around the earth in this current moment. How many hearts have been 
conformed to Christ in the last two thousand years? And might their stories and prayers help us 
advance in our own pursuits? A serious student of history will turn to primary texts, to get a 
sense of what it was like “on the ground” in a given era and place. In a similar way, we have a 
treasury of autobiographies and hagiographies, which demonstrate how God has worked in 
specific lives, at precise moments in history and in actual places. Furthermore, as C.S. Lewis 
reminds us: “how monotonously alike all the great tyrants and conquerors have been: how 
gloriously different are the saints.”38 This dazzling variety among our holy brothers and sisters 
means that there is a saint for pretty much every low and high point in your life. There is 
someone standing prepared and listening for our plea, ready to walk this or that stretch of the 
road with us. 
 

In his book, The Magician’s Nephew, C.S. Lewis introduces us to a rather unlikeable 
character named Uncle Andrew, who is swept up in a conversion of his own – but not a 
particularly good one. He believes himself to be in possession of powerful and secret knowledge. 
He shuts himself up in an ivory tower, where he acquires the unhappy habit of using other 
people, such as his nephew. We hear the devil’s voice in Uncle Andrew’s justification for his 
self-imposed isolation: “ours is a high and lonely destiny.”39 Any intellectual enterprise which 
involves such a lonely destiny can't be headed toward anything good. Because the truth is, 
authentic conversion – the turning of the heart to the Holy Trinity, the heart of everything 
relational – is the very antithesis of an ego-centered seclusion. And this is why it is an old trick 
of the devil, to make us convinced of our isolation: no one has gone through this experience…I 
am stranded in this turbulent sea, where no one can reach me or understand me… 

 
The Boston half-marathon, thankfully, was not a “high and lonely destiny.” Even when I 

tore a muscle halfway through the race, and practically limped my way to the end, my friends did 
not hesitate to stay by my side. They could have easily run ahead, but we crossed the finish line, 
the three of us together…well, the four of us, since I’m going to include St. Sebastian in our little 
group. And if we can have the saints and angels on our side during a run, imagine how much 
more they are at our side, as we race through our earthly lives, sprinting towards the promise of 
eternal life and splendor.  
 

At the time, all discipline seems a cause not for joy but for pain, yet later it brings the 
peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who are trained by it. So strengthen your 
drooping hands and your weak knees. 
~ Hebrews 12:11-12 

 



* * * 
 
Which saints do I find myself returning to, time and again? What is it about their character or 
story that draws me in? How has my friendship with certain saints strengthened my faith? What 
role have these friendships played in preparing me for the ups and downs of the Christian life?  
 
O Jesus, I know that friendship with You should be prized above all else! In Your loving 
mercy, Lord, remind me of these worthy goals, lest I should stray off the road which leads me 
to You. Guide me to those men and women – those who are living and those who have passed 
into eternal rest – whose companionship will assist me on this journey.  
  



XIV 
 
But Mary stayed outside the tomb weeping. And as she wept, she bent over into the tomb 
and saw two angels in white sitting there, one at the head and one at the feet where the 
body of Jesus had been. And they said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping?” She said 
to them, “They have taken my Lord, and I don’t know where they laid him.” When she 
had said this, she turned around and saw Jesus there, but did not know it was Jesus. 
Jesus said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?” She 
thought it was the gardener and said to him, “Sir, if you carried him away, tell me where 
you laid him, and I will take him.” Jesus said to her, “Mary!” She turned and said to him 
in Hebrew, “Rabbouni,” which means Teacher. 
~ John 20:11-16 

  
 
The Gardener 
A faint sign of gladness makes her  
pause in all her sadness. 
Fair and so faithful, she throws aside careful; 
hardly knowing what to expect,  
she makes her way over – 
maybe it’s safe now, it’s been a few days now. 
And she started weeping,  
as though she’d never cried before, 
she thought she’d lost the only one she’d loved. 
And three of the longest days of her life had come to this: 
waiting by a stone. 
And then she saw the gardener. 
He asked her how she’d been. 
“I’m sad and I’m scared, but why do you care? You’re just the gardener’s son.” 
Do you recognize Me now? 
‘Go tell all the others that you met me. 
They might think that you’ve been drinking through the night, 
but don’t let all their doubts keep you away from me, 
the world will likely tell you that it’s 
all in your mind.’ 
She comes to the home she’d left  
anxious and alone but 
it feels more like a mansion now,  
though she can’t yet mention how 
everything around her seems infused with glory. 
Her hope expands as the world just stands still. 
 

* * * 
 

Scripture tells us that Mary of Magdala came to the empty tomb while it was still dark. 
You can almost feel the chill, draped like a mantle around her shoulders, that familiar sensation 



in those moments before the dawn. An added chill might have set in, as she made her way across 
that garden of graves. She’d seen death before, but it had never affected her like this. How did I 
get here? And where do I go from here? In the quiet company of her grief and questions, she 
arrives at her destination, and her pace slows down while her heart speeds up. Can you look 
through her eyes for an instant? Can you see the stone rolled away from the entrance of the 
tomb? Imagine her distress, then, when she realizes the body of the Man she loved is gone. She 
races back to the disciples to let them know, and then rushes back to the tomb. She’s out of 
breath from the running. The emotion of the morning finally overtakes her, and she sits down 
weeping. But even as she weeps, she still feels compelled to look inside the tomb again. Maybe 
she missed a clue before, some hint as to where Jesus’ body might be. She doesn’t find a clue, 
but she does find two angels sitting there. They offer no salutation or customary greeting. Rather, 
they want to know why she is crying. She repeats herself: they have taken my Lord… 

 
At this point, she turns around and sees Jesus there, but mistakes him for the gardener. 

The first words from Jesus reiterate the angels’ query: 
 
Woman, why are you weeping?  
 
It is curious (and rather telling) that there is such concern about the tears of Mary 

Magdalene. I wouldn’t be surprised if Mary had been a little bewildered or irritated by their near-
incomprehension of her tearful state. Don’t they understand what is going on here? But Mary 
remains polite, addressing the gardener as “Sir,” and asking – again – where she can find the 
body of Jesus. Our Lord does not, as one might expect, introduce Himself or correct Mary’s 
mistake. He simply replies: Mary! 

 
 It is always significant when our Lord addresses someone by name. Take, for example, 

the pivotal moment when Christ gives Simon a new name: You are Peter, and upon this rock I 
will build my church (Mt 16:18). And in Luke 10:41, Jesus declares to his friend: Martha, 
Martha, you are anxious and worried about many things. He uses her name twice, so it’s clear 
He wants her to listen to Him closely, and heed His word. The use of names throughout Scripture 
is one more way that God demonstrates how He works in specific lives, and not just in some 
abstract, nebulous mode. The genealogy at the start of the Gospel of Matthew might be a 
challenge for the lector to read at Mass, but it is a testament to the long history of God’s divine 
work in and among His people.  

 
So when Jesus Christ calls out “Mary!” it is a clear cue to us to lean in a little closer and 

pay attention. And what is more, the translation gives us an exclamation point. Do you remember 
the last time someone called out your name, using an exclamatory tone? It might have been as 
recently as five minutes ago, when your spouse called you down for dinner (and if that is the 
case, please do put this book down and go eat your dinner). The point is, we hear the urgency in 
Christ’s voice. But there is a tenderness there, as well. It is as though He is saying, “Fear not! I 
know you. I have known you since before you were born. And you know Me, even if you did not 
recognize Me.” And what is Mary’s response? She turns again. And this detail is noteworthy 
because we are told that she had already turned to face the man she thought was the gardener. So 
why the extra turning around?  

 



Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger gives us a possible answer in his book “Credo for Today.” He 
writes that: 

 
"…metanoia is not just some sort of Christian attitude but, rather, is actually the 
fundamental Christian act, understood, of course, in terms of one very definite aspect: the 
aspect of change, the act of turning, of becoming new and different. In order to become a 
Christian, a human being must change, not merely in one place or another, but 
unconditionally, down to the very bottom of his being."40 (emphasis mine)  
  
In other words, this added “turn” could be representative of an interior movement in the 

heart of Mary of Magdala. True, she had already experienced moments of conversion in her life 
of discipleship so far, but this was her first encounter with the Risen Lord. Mary had witnessed a 
number of extraordinary events up to this point, but this encounter would surpass all of those 
prior experiences. This meeting in the garden had the power to reshape even the most basic of 
Mary’s perceptions and her very understanding of the destiny of the human person.  

 
So after this second turning around, Mary does not hesitate. She replies with a name, too: 

Rabbouni. She calls out to him simply as Teacher. And this Teacher’s latest lesson is the greatest 
one of all. He has taught her that the power of sin and death has been shattered from the inside 
out. He stands before her, as the God who died and rose, burying evil in its deep grave. Mary 
gazes upon the King, who has overturned the curse and re-awakened the people of this realm. An 
echo of a prophet’s words pierces through the silence of that new day, as Mary looks upon the 
one she has loved most dearly:  

 
The people who walked in darkness 
have seen a great light; 
Upon those who lived in a land of gloom 
a light has shone. 
~ Isaiah 9:1 
 
This could explain the apparent incomprehension of Mary’s earlier distress and sadness. 

The angels know that a new reality has set in. There is no longer a world without the 
Resurrection of Christ. The age of the Old Covenant has passed. This is the age of the New 
Covenant, the age of fulfillment. You and I – and Mary Magdalene – belong to this era. No 
wonder the angels were a bit puzzled: how could any of us weep, when we know the Lord has 
risen and conquered death? 

 
You changed my mourning into dancing; 
you took off my sackcloth 
and clothed me with gladness. 
So that my glory may praise you 
and not be silent. 
O LORD, my God, 
forever will I give you thanks. 
~ Psalm 30:12-13 

 



When I consider how her heart must have been bursting with the tremendous joy of this 
encounter, I can’t help but wonder what Mary experienced as she walked back home later that 
day.  

 
She comes to the home she’d left 
anxious and alone but 
it feels more like a mansion now… 
 
Does not all of creation somehow grow and stretch when we ponder how God has walked 

among the trees? Nature would need to make room for such a cosmic presence, after all. Are not 
the colors sharper and more brilliant, where the Lord has knelt and prayed? Isn’t our drink a little 
more refreshing, when we contemplate the divine lips touching the rim of a cup? In her haste to 
leave the garden, Mary would have scarcely realized that when she brushed against the morning 
dewdrops, her fingers were dipping into holy water. The tiny petals served as a baptismal font, 
catching the first drops of living water. They washed away the dirt of sin, which belonged to an 
older garden. In that ancient garden, evil had crept in, slithering and venomous. But in this 
garden, Life gushed forth and rolled back the heavy stone of death. This Life is still so new and 
so overwhelming that Mary cannot even hold onto it. Instead, He sends her forth, with the most 
important message that has ever been entrusted to a human soul: I have seen the Lord.  
 

In the end, the maiden from Magdala was not too far off in her assumption: in a way, she 
did come face to face with the Gardener’s Son. On that cool and quiet morning, Mary turned her 
tear-streaked face upwards, and looked into the eyes of the Son of God. A glance and a word 
from Him sufficed: the little garden of Mary’s heart blossomed into vast acres of beauty, and as 
she walked, it was as though the freshness of spring followed her every step, giving glory to the 
Father. 
 

On the third day the friends of Christ coming at day-break to the place found the grave 
empty in the stone rolled away. In varying ways they realized the new wonder; but even 
they hardly realized that the world had died in the night. What they were looking at was 
the first day of a new creation, with a new heaven and a new earth; and in a semblance of 
the gardener God walked again in the garden, in the cool not of the evening but the 
dawn.41 
~ G.K. Chesterton 
 

* * * 
 
Where have I “seen the Lord” in recent – or not so recent – memory? And have I carried the 
message of this encounter to others, as the Lord instructed Mary?  
 
Lord, I have often found myself standing next to an empty tomb, wondering where You have 
gone. Why have I been left here, with only my tears as company? Grant me the faith of Mary 
of Magdala, who kept her eyes and ears open, and heard her name pronounced eagerly and 
tenderly by You, the one she loved above all. Help me listen more attentively, as You call out 
my name. And may it be an invitation to turn, as Mary did, and recognize You, where I did not 
see You before. Let me see You as You truly are – Teacher and Savior.   



XV 
 
Be doers of the word and not hearers only, deluding yourselves. For if anyone is a hearer 
of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks at his own face in a mirror. He 
sees himself, then goes off and promptly forgets what he looked like. But the one who 
peers into the perfect law of freedom and perseveres, and is not a hearer who forgets but 
a doer who acts, such a one shall be blessed in what he does. 
~ James 1: 22-25 

 
 
Augustina 
Feel the meaning grow inside, 
build up against those solemn lies, 
why do I always seem so driven by their calculations? 
Nothing is clear, and all is bent, 
opening my heart up for rent. 
Idolize, even though it’s some sort of cheap imitation. 
I never was quite the  
marrying kind. 
Well, I was in love once, it ended just fine. 
I never chased after diamonds or gold, 
all that I wanted was simple and bold. 
Crazy and numb but standing firm, 
I could let go but haven’t learned 
freedom apart from this: 
my very own confusion. 
Sentiments crowd my thoughts and words, 
all that I crave and all that hurts. 
Reason abiding deep 
but second to this illusion.  
Simply the one who would hold open the door, 
to Providence waiting to show us more. 
Simply a lover of all that is good, 
who didn’t need a way out if I understood. 
I am awake at 2am, 
wondering how I’m still this sane, 
listening for a voice to soften my hesitation. 
And what a surprise! 
I’m on my knees. 
It is too early, but still I see 
signs of a sunrise 
breaking through all of my complications. 
Turning a page to this marrying time, 
I am in love now, it’s brought me to life. 
He never chased after what he’d been told, 
All of those notions so fatal and old.   



 
* * * 

 
Some years ago, I went through a prolonged and exhausting stretch of insomnia. On one 

of these difficult nights, instead of tossing and turning for a few hours, I got out of bed, and went 
for a jog in the dark – and in the pouring rain. I eventually took a breather under the shelter of an 
empty bus stop, and called my mother (who lived in a different time zone, and wouldn't have 
been unceremoniously pulled from her sleep by my call). I needed her reassurance and guidance, 
not to mention those four encouraging words: “it will be okay.” I walked home, while the rain 
tapered off to a drizzle, and a hint of morning broke through the dark clouds. I arrived at my 
place, soaking wet and tired, but I had just enough energy to scribble down the words: I am 
awake at 2am, wondering how I’m still this sane, listening for a voice to soften my hesitation.  
 

When I called my mother, I was desperately in search of wisdom. I am sure you have had 
days when you really needed someone to nudge you in the right direction and give you a clue 
about the next good step to take. In these moments, I think we instinctively go towards people 
who love us, because we believe they have our best interests at heart. Also, we trust that they 
will deliver advice with both candidness and kindness.  
 

While I do not doubt for a moment the love and affection that my mother has for me, is 
there anyone who truly loves us more perfectly than the Lord? Then will not His wisdom surpass 
anything else we might receive? Let us not delay then, to draw close to the One who has loved us 
first – and best. But we must be prepared to listen and act upon what He has to say, so that we 
may be “doers of the Word” and not just “hearers.” It was not enough for the disciples to merely 
witness Jesus at prayer; He gave them the Lord’s Prayer, telling them “this is how you are to 
pray.” (Mt. 6:9) In a similar way, a person cannot expect to have their life transformed just by 
eavesdropping on Jesus’ words during the Sermon on the Mount. When He announces to those in 
the crowd (and that crowd includes us): “be perfect as your Father in heaven is perfect,” (Mt. 
5:48) is it sufficient to nod and furrow with interest, saying “mhmmm…?” Imagine what would 
have happened if Peter and the others had heard their names being called by Jesus, but they 
didn’t feel the need to respond with everything they had. This is why I do not speak of 
conversion to Nicer and Higher Thoughts. An “awakened mind” can certainly be one of many 
stepping-stones, but it is my hope and prayer that these spiritual stirrings blossom into a 
profound religious conversion.  

 
Oh yes, conversions seem to be all fun and games until the word “religion” is brought 

into it. I am sure I am not the only one to have enjoyed that initial enthusiasm for all things 
spiritual, but then stopped short of investing that momentum towards the commitment to an 
actual religion (at least until the Holy Spirit put an end to the delay). There is a curious suspicion 
of the term “organized religion.” It must be addressed, because such misgivings can be a serious 
obstacle in many journeys of conversion. You might be familiar with the line of thinking: “I will 
have my God and my spiritual moments and my ecstasy and contemplation, but I shall have none 
of the burdensome rules that come with organized religion.” In an age when independence and 
thinking-outside-the-box are so prized, religion is often perceived as a means of stifling non-
conformist and freethinking individuals. But is not this “organized religion” simply a vast 
organized effort of rebellion? In fact, I would suggest that the Church is the archetypal rebel. For 



what is more revolutionary than the prostitutes and tax collectors entering heaven first? What is 
so conformist about a man defying death and rising from the grave? Is there something more 
shocking than consuming the flesh and blood of a God? What is more daring than loving one’s 
enemy? One might not be able to deduce this from the casual manners of the Communion line, 
but the sacraments are not for the faint-hearted. The Lord, in fact, issues some strong warnings 
about being lukewarm: He demands that our ‘yes mean yes and our no mean no.’ (Mt. 5:37) This 
is radical thinking in a culture which says that anything goes.  
 

I think C.S. Lewis had a sense of what would follow after one of these moments of 
radical assent, or else he would not have given us this description of his conversion: 
 

You must picture me alone in that room in Magdalen, night after night, feeling, whenever 
my mind lifted even for a second from my work, the steady, unrelenting approach of Him 
whom I so earnestly desired not to meet. That which I greatly feared had at last come 
upon me. In the Trinity Term of 1929 I gave in, and admitted that God was God, and 
knelt and prayed: perhaps, that night, the most dejected and reluctant convert in all 
England.42 

 
Isn’t that often how these stories go? Don’t most people, as they look back on how the 

Lord has worked in their life, feel as though they had been the most “reluctant convert”? I have 
heard hundreds of testimonials and witness talks – at retreats, on the radio and TV, on 
transatlantic flights – and there’s a motto that connects most of them: “if I can do it, then anyone 
can do it!” Only, in this case, the popular phrase would have to be amended to say: “if Christ can 
do this in me, then He can do this in anyone!” It is fortunate, indeed, that we do not have to work 
our way up any ladder in order to earn the love of God. If that were the case, then faith would be 
like a payday, and conversion would resemble a promotion. As Lewis emphasizes: a Christian 
“does not think God will love us because we are good, but that God will make us good because 
He loves us.”43 

 
Still, there are so many who hold this goodness at arm’s length, and there’s certainly 

historical precedent. We know that there were some who stopped following Christ after hearing 
His “hard sayings” concerning the Eucharist (John 6:66), so there might have been more than a 
few people who walked away from Jesus after He told them to “be perfect as your Father in 
heaven is perfect.” They shared Lewis’ desire “not to meet” the Lord. And how many of us today 
are able to empathize with his feeling of dejection at His “unrelenting approach?” We each have 
our reasons behind our hesitations. Perhaps we are in the clutches of a paralyzing addiction. Or 
maybe we are in the dark, winding pass of a gnawing fear, which no one knows about (except, of 
course, our loving Father, but sometimes it is so difficult to remember how He knows our hearts 
better than we know ourselves). Maybe what’s keeping us back is a crippling anxiety or a 
confession that’s never been made.  

 
The point is: if we are going to be serious about the business of a religious conversion, 

that is, a complete handing over of the reins to Jesus Christ, then we need to bring every inch of 
who we are and what we do to the table. And everyone knows that things like addiction, fear, 
anger, shame and resentment are so hard to let go of. But Christ wants all of it! He desires to 



throw all of these things into the flames of His Sacred Heart, where they will burn away, leaving 
behind a new creation.  

 
Crazy and numb but standing firm, 
I could let go but haven’t learned 
freedom apart from this: 
my very own confusion. 

 
There is true freedom, there in His most Sacred Heart! We can contemplate His heart, 

where the lifeblood consists of doing the will of Father, in perfect loving obedience. But for us, 
who are still suffering the effects of the Fall, even after baptism, to live a life of abundant ‘yes’ 
often has to begin with mastering the craft of saying ‘no’ to destructive alternatives. And we 
have been given an excellent handbook to assist us in this task. But this “handbook” has also 
proven to be a major reason behind why many might find the prospect of conversion to be so 
unsettling. And if we are to be honest, I should add that the chapter on sexual ethics has always 
been a significant stumbling block. What’s amusing is that I’m not even sure it’s the longest 
chapter. Even so, when many people think of Church teaching and tradition, they think of some 
sort of cosmic finger wagging at them, and a voice booming out NO, as if the Pope were 
standing between them and their last chance at any real happiness in this world. But for every 
“thou shalt not” there are a hundred ways to act generously and spontaneously in the name of 
charity.  
 

It undoubtedly sounds counterintuitive to the present cultural narrative, but the teachings 
of the Church are intended to be liberating, not oppressive. These teachings are aimed at 
releasing us from a relentless paranoia, which has us always looking over our shoulder, asking: 
“can I get away with this? Am I doing a good thing? The right thing?” It would be a heavy 
responsibility, indeed, if we were each expected to figure out – on our own! – the best possible 
way to live. Where is the freedom in that? That doesn’t sound like independence to me; it sounds 
like loneliness. Furthermore, we were also not meant to be repeatedly “opening our hearts up for 
rent,” allowing for the latest idols and unhealthy attachments to take up residence for a period of 
time. Our hearts were designed to be permanent temples for the Holy Spirit, and He doesn't plan 
on signing a lease, since He’s not just a tenant. Our hearts have been purchased by the blood of 
the Lamb, and He aims to stay for all time.   

 
I know you have had your sleep interrupted at 2am and you wondered what on earth 

woke you up at such an ungodly hour. Well, if there was ever an hour on earth that needed God, 
this would be it. So do not be surprised if Something should come along and wake you up, 
without your planning on it, or even wishing it. And what a funny thing! That it is only when we 
wake up that the real dreaming can begin. 
 

“It's a goodly life that you lead, friends; no doubt the best in the world, if only you are 
strong enough to lead it!' 
'Yes, it's the life, the only life, to live,' responded the Water Rat dreamily, and without his 
usual whole-hearted conviction. 
'I did not exactly say that,' the stranger replied cautiously, 'but no doubt it's the best. I've 
tried it, and I know. And because I've tried it - six months of it - and know it's the best, 



here I am, footsore and hungry, tramping away from it, tramping southward, following 
the old call, back to the old life, the life which is mine and which will not let me go.”44 
~ Kenneth Grahame 

 
* * * 

 
When describing the mysticism of St. Francis of Assisi, G.K. Chesterton wrote that “his religion 
was not a thing like a theory but a thing like a love affair.”45 Am I living a theory or a love 
affair? How can I do a better job of building others up, encouraging them, and reminding them of 
the goodness of the Lord?  
 
O Jesus, Righteous One! There is no other who can secure my complete happiness. Let me 
rest here, for a moment, in the sweetness of this Truth. As my heart swells with gratitude for 
Your loving wisdom, I pray that any hesitation or reluctance melt under the intense heat of 
Your divine presence. Jesus, Light of the World, “show me compassion that I may live, for 
Your law is my delight.” (Ps. 119:77) 
  



XVI 
 
Jesus turned and saw them following him and said to them, “What are you looking for?” 
They said to him, “Rabbi” (which translated means Teacher), “where are you staying?” 
He said to them, “Come, and you will see.” So they went and saw where he was staying, 
and they stayed with him that day. It was about four in the afternoon. 
~ John 1:38-39 

 
 
That Day at the Shore 
The sun is warm, 
it's warm in my eyes 
and I want to go home. 
I'm only here because a friend asked me 
and he didn't want to come here alone. 
I look at the crowd  
but they're already looking ahead of me 
at the sight of a man 
Who raises His right hand to get our attention. 
He clears His mighty voice as He prepares  
to tell us something. 
Love like you mean it, 
Believe like you've seen it. 
Give what you hold dear, 
Live like you like it here.  
And do I dare  
say something good was in the air 
that day at the shore? 
I sit here, still, awake and astounded, 
and all the sounds drift away. 
My eyes shut tight, in case I am dreaming, 
and I don't want to let it go yet. 
I open my eyes, but everybody's already moving, 
and I fear that He's gone. 
But He's there at the water 
holding out His hand. 
I move a little closer 
as I figure it might be time to take that chance. 
The storm that once, 
that once was in my heart 
is somehow gone tonight. 
And I suspect His words and His touch 
may have something to do with it. 
I look to the stars 
but everything has turned into morning; 
have I been here that long? 



A few blessed statements 
is all that it took for Him 
to spin me around in my head 
and remind me I'm dead til the dawn. 
 

* * * 
 

The year is roughly 31 A.D. The place is a tiny village in Galilee. It’s early in the 
morning. And you are fast asleep. 
 

A knock at the door jerks you awake, pulling you out of the dream you were having. 
What a pity, since it was one of the nice ones. In the dream, there was a person standing, clothed 
in something more than just garments. It’s almost as though he was wearing the light. He was 
both formidable and enthralling. He spoke no words, and only looked ahead intently. Looking at 
you? You’re not sure…already, the memory of the dream is fading…oh well. It probably meant 
nothing at all, and wasn’t worth remembering. 
 

The knock comes again. You grumble, because you suddenly recall that you made a 
promise to your friend that you would accompany him to the seashore, to listen to a teacher who 
was in town. There was a rumor that he could perform miracles, too. But your friend didn’t want 
to go alone, and you didn’t have any plans, so it was hard to refuse his request for company. You 
tumble out of bed, and open the door. Your friend steps over the threshold, bringing with him the 
hot and dusty air. What I wouldn't give for a little rain… 
 

He has an excited gleam in his eyes that you can’t understand – especially this early in 
the morning. It’s too early to get excited about anything. He rushes you along, and hardly ten 
minutes have gone by since waking up when you find yourself in the road, walking at a swift 
pace (a pace determined by your friend…you have no interest in moving so quickly, and a big 
yawn only confirms this). It’s not far to the water, and already the crowd is getting noisy and 
dense. Your friend insists on getting closer to the rabbi, so you squeeze through a few gaps, and 
find some space on the sand. You see Jesus, and for a tiny moment, there’s something familiar 
about him. But you shrug it off, because you’re tired and haven’t even had a proper breakfast yet.  

 
The teacher raises His hand, and with that one gesture, the noise of the crowd turns to 

silence. He starts to speak, and you half-listen, as a solitary bird flies across the sky above, 
making its way towards the horizon. You focus on the bird, as the Man’s words wash over you.  
 

Blessed are those who mourn…Blessed are the meek…Blessed are those who are 
persecuted…Blessed are the poor in spirit… 

 
You stop staring at the bird and the endlessly blue sky, and your gaze fixes on Jesus. That 

last statement of his caught your attention. Poor in spirit? You’re not entirely sure what He 
meant by it, but you become abruptly – and uncomfortably – aware of an emptiness that’s been 
gnawing at you for some time now. It was different than a physical hunger or desire. Those could 
be satiated. It was something else. You haven’t even mentioned it to your friend. You didn’t 
want him to think that you were suffering from some illusory deficiency, especially when you’d 



spent so long trying to convince everyone else that you “had it together.” You shift your weight 
to the other leg, trying to use the movement to disguise your internal turmoil. Am I living in a 
kind of poverty? Does this explain how I’ve been feeling lately? And does this Man have the cure 
for my destitution?  

 
Of course, all of this is an imaginary scene. But it is meant to sketch out a recognizable 

arc of conversion: the passage from indifference to curiosity to transformation. Not every 
journey is the same, naturally. There could be anger instead of indifference, or a long period of 
denial after the curiosity. But there is one element that is shared by every story, namely, that 
there is an encounter with the Master Storyteller. The invented character in the above lyrics and 
narrative comes face to face with the Son of God, and reluctance gives way to openness, as he 
hears this Teacher tell each person in the crowd the story of their own lives.  

 
The Gospel of John, referenced at the start of this chapter, gives us a marvelous example 

of a life-giving encounter between Christ and His earliest disciples. Those first followers of 
Christ were just that: followers. Jesus can hear the shuffling steps behind Him, imitating His own 
stops and starts. He knows there is a cluster of curious souls not far behind, and He has already 
loved them from all eternity. So He turns around and asks what they are looking for. Perhaps it 
was the least sheepish of the group who responded: Rabbi, where are you staying? 

 
We notice immediately that it’s an answer disguised as a question. But why answer in 

this way? It’s entirely possible that they simply wanted to follow Jesus to His house. Maybe they 
had many questions, and lingering in the street wasn’t the most convenient way to ask them. But 
there’s a deeper meaning here, too. They sensed that Jesus, while perfectly present in this world, 
was present Somewhere Else, as well. He was drawing His wisdom and strength from that Place. 
Wherever You are dwelling, we would like to stay there, as well. That was their reply to the 
Lord’s question. That was what they are looking for. I imagine the Lord was smiling when he 
responded to their inquiry: Come, and you will see. Scripture tells us that they remained with 
Him that day, and we even get one of those delightful details, which impress upon us the 
tangibility of these events: “it was about four in the afternoon.” Thus began the earthly ministry 
of our Lord, who taught His disciples how He lived wholly under the canopy of His Father’s 
will, in the same way that His food was to do the will of the one who sent Him. (John 4:34) And 
it was the will of the Father to send His Son among the children of the world, so that we might 
have the glorious opportunity to dwell at His side for all time.   

 
And do I dare say something good was in the air 
that day at the shore? 

 
We must dare to say it, to speak it aloud to ourselves and to others. All the more so 

because the enemy is on the prowl. Nothing satisfies the devil quite like a derailed conversion. 
He works against our memories, trying to get us to forget any ache or longing which risks being 
filled up by a relationship with Christ. He wants it all kept secret and quiet, so that no one will 
seek out that “place where He is staying.” The enemy hates it when we walk along the Sea of 
Galilee in our own lives, and so tries to lure us away from the edges of the shore, which are the 
edges of the heavenly kingdom. He wants to drag us back to the drowsiness of the first few 
minutes of the day, when all we want to do is turn over and go right back to sleep. But as my 



two-year old niece would say: “ek ap!” In other words: “wake up!” Wake up, and come to the 
Waters of Life and the Fount of all Blessings! Come to Christ, you who thirst and ache and 
wander! 
 

Along the shores of Galilee, word began to spread. One by one, the souls were waking up 
to the reality of Who was in their midst. The first chapter of John illustrates this beautifully. We 
begin with Andrew and John, those disciples who asked Jesus where He was staying. After 
spending some time together, they went and found Simon Peter, to tell him the news. The next 
day, they went and found Philip, who, in turn, found Nathanael, sitting under the fig tree. 
Nathanael responds with amused incredulity to the invitation to meet Jesus: “can anything good 
come from Nazareth?” (John 1:46) Oh yes, all that is Good and Holy has come forth from 
Nazareth!  
 

Still, Nathanael is confused when he encounters Jesus, because He claims to know him 
already.  

 
“How do you know me?”  
Jesus answered and said to him, “Before Philip called you, I saw you under the fig tree.” 
 
Nathanael is impressed with Jesus’ foreknowledge, and so he responds:  
 
“Rabbi, you are the Son of God; you are the King of Israel.” 

 
But Jesus assures him that he will “see greater things than this.” Indeed, these disciples 

will witness miracles, healings, the Passion, Resurrection and Ascension of our Lord. Nathanael 
and his friends will receive the gifts of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, and will carry the joy of the 
Good News across the land. And a little further down the road, nearly every single one of them 
will die a martyr’s death. Nathanael’s faith, rooted in his encounter with Christ, will carry him 
far away from the comfort of that shady spot under the fig tree. We cannot predict every twist 
and turn ahead of us, but we know that we are called by Christ, who knows us by name already, 
and who promises to each of us that we shall see “greater things,” as well. And there may come a 
time when Christ turns the question around and asks us: “where are you staying?” When that 
moment comes, I pray that we have the faith and fortitude to respond confidently: in You. 
 

In this same modern world, on the other hand, and this is a paradox, one cannot deny the 
existence of real steppingstones to Christianity, and of evangelical values at least in the 
form of a sense of emptiness or nostalgia. It would not be an exaggeration to say that 
there exists a powerful and tragic appeal to be evangelized.46 
~ Evangelii Nuntiandi 

 
* * * 

 
Have I lived in such a way that others wonder “where I am staying?” Do I give evidence of a life 
hidden in Christ, and striving always to act in accordance with God’s loving will? Do I seek out 
others (as those early disciples did) to bring them to Christ, so that they may encounter the Lord, 
as well?  



 
You call each of us, Lord, as You called Your first disciples. You are as real and present to us 
now, as You were to those men and women on the shores of Galilee. Grant that I might live 
out my faith in such a way that bears witness to Your saving presence in our world! And may 
all those who walk along the edges of the baptismal waters respond joyfully and completely to 
Your invitation to new life.  
  



XVII 
 
And so I say to you, you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church, and the 
gates of the netherworld shall not prevail against it. 
~ Matthew 16:18 

 
 
A Pilgrim’s Way 
A light goes down in Rome for a little while at least. 
The winds on the sea will eventually breathe 
a new name to lead. 
The light is strong inside the heart of this house, 
blazing in corners and opening doors 
in a world growing cold. 
The boat isn’t lost to the storm, 
He’s only returning to port. 
And love ever dwells here, 
and love never left here 
from the start. 
A knock upon my door 
in the middle of a dream. 
A glimpse of a change, 
You were leaving your name 
at the foot of a wooden throne. 
Awaken to a scene, 
and wonder what it means -  
your body is bent, as though hours were spent 
simply bowed in adoration. 
By the way, we could say we are 
everyday, in the middle of 
this greatest, scandalous gift to us all; 
a gift from a fallen day. 
A promise cut in stone and flowing from His side; 
the finest of minds couldn’t count all the times 
we’d be lost without His word. 
And this, our good refrain: 
we land where we’re sent. 
The place may be bare, 
but we know who is there from the first to the end.  
The flame still belongs to the Son. 
The battle isn’t any less won. 
And hope ever dwells here, 
and hope never left here, 
from the start. 
 

* * * 



 
I have heard it said that these days (and as of this writing, it’s still the year 2015) are 

“exciting” days for those of us who are members of the Catholic Church. But the truth is, it’s 
always been a thrilling ride, ever since the apostles unlocked the door of that upper room and 
stepped into the mission field, that is, into the street below. In the words of G.K. Chesterton, the 
Church, “in its early days went fierce and fast with any warhorse…she swerved to left and right, 
so exactly as to avoid enormous obstacles.”47 This faithful dynamism is the precious legacy of 
the Church, and sometimes, the history books record an episode or two from among the 
countless stories that have emerged from this long and exhilarating legacy.    
 

One of these “for-the-history-books” moments was the resignation of Pope Benedict XVI 
in the winter of 2013. The world had never witnessed a pope step down in this manner (in fact, 
the last pope to abdicate was Pope Gregory XII, and he did so for political reasons, and not 
because of old age and declining health, which were the reasons cited by Benedict). On the 28th 
of February, Pope Benedict XVI bid farewell to his home at the Vatican, and left for Castel 
Gandolfo, prepared to live “simply [as] a pilgrim who begins the last leg of his pilgrimage on 
this earth.”48 The wonders of technology gave us the ability to view the events live, complete 
with commentary from Catholic news anchors. And sometimes, the newscasters went silent, and 
allowed the images to speak for themselves: the helicopter soaring above the sunny Italian 
countryside, carrying the successor of Peter away from Rome, while the spires of the Eternal 
City slowly faded to the background. And with one last wave, the Pope Emeritus – the man who 
wanted to be addressed from then on as “Father Benedict” – stepped into his new life, 
disappearing behind the walls of the apostolic palace. And with that, we entered into sede 
vacante, that period of time when the Chair of Peter sits empty and waiting. So we took a deep 
collective breath, and we waited.  
 

With all the news coverage and media attention, one could have easily overlooked the 
fact that those weeks of sede vacante were also an invitation to prayer and introspection for all 
members of the Church community. It is not every day, after all, that we have a chance to 
consider what it means to be a Catholic when the Chair of Peter is empty. When, for a time, that 
which is visible withdraws, bringing into sharp focus the Person who is truly and constantly at 
the helm of the Church – and of our lives. For one thing is certain: when the Chair sits empty, 
those are the times when we most vividly recall those words of Christ: And behold, I am with you 
always, until the end of the age. (Mt 28:20). We have two choices: we can believe His words or 
we can dismiss them. If we do trust these words, then we will not need to panic every time some 
sort of change is introduced into the life of the Church. The Creed does not profess a sluggish 
and sedentary Spirit. The Holy Spirit is about as meek as the elements and forces of nature, and I 
would be hard-pressed to find someone who could convince me of the idleness of a hurricane. Of 
course, I do not mean to suggest that Christians should remain as passive observers on the 
sidelines, allowing every whim and fancy to take hold in the Church. There is a reason why we 
are told to stay vigilant, and resist the temptation to follow the zeitgeist wherever it leads, no 
matter how appealing it might be. There is a road between panic and passivity. And as far as 
journeys of faith are concerned, this middle road is the safest and surest.  
 

So let us consider conversion in this light, under the radiance of the promises of Christ. 
When we commit to Christian discipleship, we do not convert to a specific parish, or to this or 



that charismatic leader. We do not declare our loyalty to just one teaching, practice, or discipline. 
To convert to the Catholic faith is to make a decision – on a daily basis, even – to conform our 
lives to a living and lasting thing. A person can certainly lead someone to Christ, but even the 
most charismatic individual cannot replace Him. But how often have you heard that Mr. and 
Mrs. So-and-So left St. Someone Parish because Father Awesome was re-assigned, and no 
longer the pastor? What about the often-difficult transitions involved when parishes are closed or 
merged? These are just a few examples of how a foundation built on anything less than faith in 
Christ and His Word can shake one’s faith considerably, when the waters become choppy.  
 

With this last image in mind, I turn to the Pope Emeritus himself, who, in his final 
Wednesday audience, described this vibrant interplay between the Church and her Lord 
beautifully and honestly: 
 

“[These years] have been a stretch of the Church’s pilgrim way, which has seen moments 
of joy and light, but also difficult moments. I have felt like St. Peter with the Apostles in 
the boat on the Sea of Galilee: the Lord has given us many days of sunshine and gentle 
breeze, days in which the catch has been abundant; [then] there have been times when 
the seas were rough and the wind against us, as in the whole history of the Church it has 
ever been - and the Lord seemed to sleep. Nevertheless, I always knew that the Lord is in 
the barque, that the barque of the Church is not mine, not ours, but His - and He shall not 
let her sink. It is He, who steers her: to be sure, he does so also through men of His 
choosing, for He desired that it be so.”49 

 
When he was in seminary, all those years ago, preparing for the priesthood, Joseph 

Ratzinger could not have guessed that he would eventually receive the new name of Benedict. 
And when he was elected pope, he could not have speculated how long his papacy would last, or 
under what circumstances it would come to an end. None of us can truly predict where God’s 
plans will lead, or to whom we shall be sent. We can receive hints and nudges – just enough to 
get us moving in the right direction, trusting that the same Spirit which has carried the Church 
through many storms will lead us through whatever storms we may encounter in our own lives.  
 

A promise cut in stone and flowing from His side; 
the finest of minds couldn’t count all the times 
we’d be lost without His word. 
And this, our good refrain: 
we land where we’re sent. 

 
There is work to be done everywhere! There is no wrong place to begin sharing the word 

of God. There is no single “correct” way to love our neighbor. The Spirit of Truth is steadfast 
and the Spirit of Love is spontaneous – springing forth from an unceasing desire to please the 
Lord in whatever circumstances we may find ourselves in. From the Pope to the parish secretary 
in Idaho to the small business owner in the Philippines…the invitation is extended to each of us, 
to cooperate with the designs of God, and to serve as co-architects of the kingdom here on earth. 
Truly, there is no stepping out of this Cathedral: from east to west, “from the rising of the sun to 
its setting,” (Ps. 113:3) we have the opportunity to worship and serve.  
 



Incidentally, this call to serve is at the heart of the papacy. And this is a heart that never 
stops beating, even when the pope’s seat happens to be empty for a little while, because the One 
at the helm is Eternal, and we are eternally in His care.  

  
“Yet I know that good is coming to me—that good is always coming; though few have at 
all times the simplicity and the courage to believe it…”50 
~ George MacDonald 

 
* * * 

 
Have there been moments in my faith journey when “the Lord seemed to sleep?” Have there 
been periods of difficult changes – on a personal or ecclesial level – which have caused 
stumbling blocks in my ongoing efforts to grow closer to Christ?  
 
O Lord, you are the Captain of my life! Yet there are times when I struggle to trust: during 
days of change and uncertainty – not just in my own life, but in the wider world. Renew my 
confidence in Your saving work, which did not cease with Your return to the Father, but 
continues into this very hour and place. Help me to recall that should even the stained glass 
windows break, Your light is never broken. Refresh my confidence that even the “gates of hell 
shall not prevail against” Your Church, the sign and sacrament of Your enduring love and 
faithfulness.  
  



XVIII 
 

When they heard about resurrection of the dead, some began to scoff, but others said, 
“We should like to hear you on this some other time.” 
~ Acts 17:16-34 

 
 
The Dove and the Soapbox 
 
You found me here 
wandering the streets of unrivaled mirrors, 
standing so tall against the sky, which harbored no meaning. 
Alarmed and unfed, I saw you there holding 
a note for my head from your heart, so consoling. 
A lovely word that rhymed with my tears. 
A call I’ve heard, across all the years. 
Here’s to the ones who are staying awake, 
asking all sorts of questions, 
asking why does it ache? 
You and I weren’t so different 
but the yelling got old. 
Before it was over, 
the conversation grew cold. 
A favored stage, where everything I say is  
a novel play in this funny game. 
And each of my monarchs of choice have been 
fragile and folly, see what they’ve cost me. 
But all this attention was somehow redemptive; 
‘til reason breaks as waves on my shore, 
and sirens sound deep at my core. 
Cast wide your net, 
wider than any promise of vanishing ends. 
Here’s to the ones who are laying down arms 
for a good conversation, for a genuine spar. 
You and I and the question. with no walls in between; 
I was half right about you, and you about me. 
 

* * * 
 

I have had many a morning spoiled by scrolling through a “com-box” while sipping on a 
cup of tea. It is not easy to avoid those forums of unbridled opinion, which accompany news 
articles or essays of interest. The most innocent of topics has the potential of kicking up a furious 
debate. But I’m being too generous here, because I don’t think “debate” is always the most 
accurate term. The word “debate” suggests a civil conversation, and not a mud-slinging 
competition. It’s truly unfortunate that debates are often reduced to a contest of who can shout 
the loudest, or ramble on the longest without taking a breath.  



 
Without a doubt, the fiercest debates I have observed revolve around the subject of 

religion. I suppose there’s nothing like pondering the deeper meanings of life which brings out 
the best (and, sadly, worst) in people. These are topics and questions which cut right to the core 
of how one ought – or oughtn’t – to live, so that would explain the defensive posture assumed by 
a number of participants in this Great and Timeless Debate. But I fear that the argument has only 
grown fiercer and considerably nastier in more recent years. And I think the tremendous 
advances in technology and media are at least partly to blame (when combined with other social 
and cultural forces, especially). On the one hand, it has created vast social networks, allowing 
people from all over the world to share ideas and wisdom. And I, for one, am profoundly grateful 
that I have so many means of staying in touch with loved ones who live thousands of miles 
away. But these connections are still virtual, which means that each voice on the Internet is 
cloaked, to some degree, in obscurity. No doubt, you sense the danger lurking here, when a 
person is reduced to text on a page, or a blurry image on a screen. It becomes increasingly 
tempting to think: well, if we’re not dealing with real people, where’s the incentive to treat them 
with dignity? Of course, these risks of anonymity are not new: people were writing discourteous 
letters to each other as soon as ink and paper became available, I’m sure. In fact, they probably 
put more thought into it, since they didn’t have the luxury of typing a few words quickly, and 
launching them into cyberspace.  

 
You have likely observed another problem that often runs parallel to this issue of 

disconnection in a “connected” world: the echo chamber. Isn’t so easy to live in such a space, 
where the only opinions expressed happen to be the ones that match your own? This reminds me 
of the Dufflepuds in C.S. Lewis’ The Voyage of the Dawn Treader. These characters possess an 
amusing – but irritating - trait of mindlessly and enthusiastically agreeing with each other on 
absolutely everything. And what’s more, they congratulate their leader incessantly on having so 
cleverly arrived at astoundingly obvious conclusions, as though they were the first to discover 
that water is wet. They were well-intentioned, but in the end, they were also cowardly. A virtual 
echo chamber is in jeopardy of endorsing cowardice, because people might fear confronting 
ideas that differ from their own – and which might ultimately change them for the better. But 
what a tranquil life it is, clinging only to what we’ve known!  

 
You and I and the question, with no walls in between; 
I was half right about you, and you about me. 

 
So how do we break out of our faceless interactions and exit the echo chambers? And 

what models of imitation are available to us, as we accompany one another along roads of 
conversion? Naturally, we should always turn first to our Lord, who taught us the best way to 
live and love, and who watched (with grief, no doubt) as men and women walked away from 
Him. “As a result…many [of] his disciples returned to their former way of life and no longer 
accompanied him.” (John 6: 66) Where have we seen the Lord’s face reflected more recently in 
human discourse? Well, it might not be very recent, but I’d like to return to the early 20th 
century, when two intellectual giants were locked in a seemingly endless debate of their own. 

 
 From the word “go”, George Bernard Shaw and G.K. Chesterton couldn’t resist a good 

cerebral scuffle. These two men could not have been more different in their opinions and 



positions. Atheist vs. Christian. Modernist vs. Traditionalist. Vegetarian vs. Carnivore. Socialist 
vs. Distributist. Teetotaler vs. Enjoyer of Drink. There was scarcely a topic that could escape 
their vigorous disagreement. They not only debated each other in public, but they also carried out 
a lengthy personal correspondence. There was certainly a remarkable vitality to their arguments, 
and their words had plenty of sharp and defined edges. But that is where the sharpness ended – at 
the tip of an idea. They didn’t go another step, and stab the other with that same knife. Quite the 
contrary, in fact. In their letters, they inquired after each other’s wives and wished each other 
good health and best wishes. Chesterton once described Shaw as having a “heroically large and 
generous heart; but not a heart in the right place.”51 Upon receiving news of Chesterton’s death, 
Shaw sent this note to his friend’s widow, Frances: “It seems the most ridiculous thing in the 
world that I, 18 years older than Gilbert, should be heartlessly surviving him…The trumpets are 
sounding for him.”52 

 
These were two men who were manifestly grateful for each other – after all, they made 

such excellent sparring partners!   
 

The Chesterton-Shaw example stands in stark contrast to what I’ve seen across the 
Internet. Far from exchanging best wishes, I’ve seen plenty of people wish great misfortune to 
fall on their interlocutors. Many have refined the unfortunate skill of ad hominem attacks – those 
jabs at the person, and not just their ideas. The Letter of James addresses this power of the 
human tongue:  
 

It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. With it we bless the Lord and Father, and with it 
we curse human beings who are made in the likeness of God. From the same mouth come 
blessing and cursing. This need not be so, my brothers. – James 3:7-10 

 
This need not be so. And yet, how many times have we seen conversations similar to this 
fictional one below?   
 

JCisAwesome47658: I know that my Redeemer lives!  
relegionisdumb8756: Yeah, he lives in your ridiculous imagination.  
JCisAwesome47658: You know you’re going to hell, right? 
relegionisdumb8756: If hell is looking at your ugly profile picture, then I’m there 
already.  
JCisAwesome47658: What would you know about anything, you’re an idiot, you can’t 
even spell religion right.  

 
A person is far, far more than their screen name or avatar, but, oh, how quickly this is 

forgotten! Even the person who enters the foray under the pseudonym of “godisdead666” has 
real flesh and bones and feelings…and wounds and desires. They deserve to hear the truth 
“spoken in love” (Eph. 4:15) just as much as the next person. As it is, I’ve watched many people 
walk away from a virtual discussion with their worst suspicions confirmed. You see?! All 
Christians are hypocrites!! or That atheist just proved my point that non-believers have no moral 
compass!  
 



Blessed Mother Theresa of Calcutta once said that “if we have no peace, it is because we 
have forgotten that we belong to each other.” Even in the immense marketplace of ideas, beliefs 
and opinions, we belong to one another. At the very least, that notion of belonging stems from a 
shared curiosity of what it means to be human, and a common desire for real happiness. And in 
the end, I can only hope and pray that the “trumpets sound” for us all, their song mingling with 
our own joyous chorus, as we rediscover old friends and – more astonishingly – old enemies, 
who are now bonded to us in the friendship of the heavens.  
 

The best thing you can do for your fellow, next to rousing his conscience, is — not to give 
him things to think about, but to wake things up that are in him; or say, to make him think 
things for himself.53 
~ George MacDonald 

 
* * * 

 
Look back on recent conversations, regarding matters of spiritual and/or religious importance. 
Perhaps they were in the home or at work or among friends. Did I speak charitably during those 
discussions? How can I improve the art of conversation in my own life?  And am I living in such 
a way that others will want to hear more about why I live the way that I live? 
 
Lord, during Your earthly ministry, You listened so closely to Your disciples, and responded to 
their questions with truth and love. Help me as I strive to listen with that same attentiveness 
and respond in that same spirit of charity. May I not presume to know better than You, Lord, 
when it comes to the remedy for the aching heart. Rather, attuned to Your holy will, may I act 
simply as one more instrument of Your healing grace, “always…ready to give an explanation 
to anyone who asks [me] for a reason for [my] hope…[doing] it with gentleness and 
reverence.” (3 Peter 15-16) 
  



XIX 
 
Let us hold unwaveringly to our confession that gives us hope, for he who made the 
promise is trustworthy. We must consider how to rouse one another to love and good 
works. We should not stay away from our assembly, as is the custom of some, but 
encourage one another, and this all the more as you see the day drawing near. 
~ Hebrews 10:23-25 

 
 
Sane and Cheerful 
On the train from Paddington to Harrow, 
I'm a little bit tired but I'm still attentive. 
And the sights I normally would ignore 
put a charm on a few of my sleepy senses. 
At a station pausing for a while,  
can't help but wonder why, since it looks like 
nobody lives here,  
"but someone does, dear", a little voice inside me says. 
So maybe the secret ties are the very things  
that keep us sane and cheerful, 
a little more kind and tearful. 
I caught the world in a lie  
when it told me it could give me everything I wanted,  
anything I wanted, anything at all. 
From a long way off I start to notice  
all the people with their animated faces at the dinner table. 
And the four lights grinning in a small town 
put a stop to the thought that I'd rather be anywhere else. 
Conversations that I'll never know, this train has far to go, 
but still, I wanted some share, I could have lived there, 
if my life had taken a different turn... 
I could have sworn that I was only 
just a moment ago alone in my own small space. 
In strange ways, it's the dull days  
that make us face what really matters. 
 

* * * 
 

I have found that train rides make for excellent mystical experiences. 
 

Mystical experiences, you might ask? Yes, I believe so. After all, the requirements for 
such experiences are not restricted to levitation or bi-location. And I have no other word to 
describe those moments of exquisite awareness of God’s presence and grace; when the heart can 
barely contain the overwhelming certainty that we are all being held in the palm of our Maker’s 
hand.  
 



But why train rides? Well, for a similar reason that I believe Ordinary Time is perfectly 
suited to deeper conversion and growth. Unfortunately, the liturgical season of Ordinary Time 
tends to be overlooked, as though it’s little more than a placeholder between “higher” seasons 
and feast days. This stretch of time is often treated like a train ride of sorts – a way to get from 
Pittsburgh to Cleveland, from Easter to Christmas.  
 

And yet! We spend more days in Ordinary Time than any other season. Likewise, much 
of life is spent in the in-between moments. Between highs and lows, peaks and valleys. When it 
seems as though life is rushing past you, but not much changes. And if you have ever occupied 
the window seat in a train, then you will be very familiar with the sensation. You sit. You watch. 
You close and open your eyes, to the rhythm of the wheels, hard at work below. You pass house 
after house, field after field, just as we pass Sunday after Sunday, week after week. And if we are 
not careful, you and I shall miss out on the spiritual treasures offered to us at precisely those 
moments when we think little is happening. This is why I can also believe in the rich mysticism 
of the Monday morning.  
 

To assist us in this meditation, I’d like to travel (by magic ring, not by train) to a very 
special forest: 
 

He was standing by the edge of a small pool – not more than ten feet from side to side – 
in a wood…It was the quietest wood you could possibly imagine…When he tried to 
describe it afterwards Digory always said, “It was a rich place; as rich as plum-
cake…it’s not the sort of place where things happen.  The trees go on growing, that’s 
all.” 54 
 
Digory and his friend Polly have landed unexpectedly in this unusual wood, full of pools, 

which happen to serve as doorways to other worlds (the most famous of which was the world of 
Narnia). The wood, as Digory says, is a fairly uneventful spot, and yet, strangely enough, full of 
life. Think of it: the place was brimming with possibility! They could jump into any pool, and 
new adventures would begin. Similarly, I could get off the train at any point and discover a 
world full of drama and miracles; joys and sorrows. There isn’t a corner in creation that is 
exempt from the operations of grace. I could very well have an encounter with Christ at the 
halfway point between Pittsburgh and Cleveland.  
 

At the same time, the forest has another curious effect on the visitors. Perhaps it is 
because of the blanket of silence or the soft light pouring through the branches, or some other 
magic at work, but the forest makes the two children decidedly sleepy and forgetful at first. In 
fact, they almost forget that they need only step a few feet in this or that direction, and they 
would be swept away to another world. We mustn’t become sleepy or forgetful in the quiet wood 
of Ordinary Time! As the trees keep on growing in this in-between place, so must we. Even the 
unmistakable green of priestly vestments reminds us of this call to ongoing conversion and 
progress in the spiritual life. For it is in the course of the ordinary seasons that we build up our 
reserves; we strengthen our faith in God and renew our commitment to each other. There is no 
need to wait until the next “big” season to address matters of personal prayer and discipline. 
There’s no reason not to jump right in, on Wednesday of the fifth week of Ordinary Time. Or 
perhaps a question has arisen in your mind concerning certain words or phrases said during the 



Mass. The term consubstantial is still fairly new to the Nicene Creed – it might be a good time to 
look it up, if you’re still wondering what it really means. If that’s not your cup of tea, that’s fine, 
since there’s still plenty to do, especially if you’re looking for new adventures in charity. I’ve 
said (and heard said) variations on the following: “For Lent, I shall make an extra effort to be 
more loving toward Person A.” But why do I insist on waiting, as though the days leading up to 
Ash Wednesday are inadequate for such a goal? As Pope Benedict XVI has noted, Ordinary 
Time “does not mean that the commitment of Christians must diminish; quite the contrary, 
having entered divine life through the Sacraments, we are now called to remain open to the 
action of Grace in order to grow in love towards God and neighbor.”55   
 

And after the Easter season, as the numbered weeks tick by like hands on a clock, 
through the summer and fall, shall we let ourselves grow sleepy then? When the parish becomes 
a little emptier, as people travel and go on holiday, will we press the pause button on our 
relationship with Christ, and make a private promise to revisit it come Advent, when it feels like 
“it’s the thing to do?” Instead of pressing pause, we must press on…press on towards the 
heavenly Jerusalem, toward “the final Lord’s Day, that Sunday which knows no end.”56 
 

C.S. Lewis gives us another good “in-between” place to consider: a wardrobe. When I 
read The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe as a child, it was the description of that wardrobe 
which left one of the most vivid impressions on my mind: the fur coats and mothballs, and, 
above all, Lucy’s sense that something extraordinary was already going on.   
 

“Nothing there!” said Peter, and they all trooped out again – all except Lucy.  She stayed 
behind because she thought it would be worthwhile trying the door of the wardrobe…”57 

 
“Nothing there”…after the busy season of Christmas, for instance, we might think that 

there is not much there, and we jump ahead and focus on Lent instead. But did Jesus leap out of 
his mother’s womb, and run straight to the Cross? No. The Son of God spent thirty years of His 
life in the simplicity of Nazareth: working, eating, making friends, and sleeping. He transformed 
the commonplace into holy ground. There is always “something there,” and that something 
might be the difference between life and death, awake and asleep.  
 

“This must be a simply enormous wardrobe.”58  
 

That was Lucy’s thought as she was moving through the fur coats and mothballs. But 
when she felt something like snow under her feet, and something like a tree brush up against her 
hands, she knew that this was no ordinary wardrobe. And there are no merely ordinary times in 
the life of faith. Even the thing called Ordinary Time is as enormous and alive as Digory’s 
curious and quiet wood. There is no better place and time than the present to stretch our hearts in 
love and throw our arms wide open, ready to receive and show mercy.  
 

At a station pausing for a while; 
can't help but wonder why,  
since it looks like 
nobody lives here,  
"but someone does, dear",  



a little voice inside me says. 
 

Which brings us back to the peculiar possibility of mystical experiences during train 
travel. We have seen that when one has little else to do apart from contemplating the passing 
landscape and neighborhoods, the reality hits us that we are actually wandering into hundreds of 
different stories, like half-remembered characters in a dream. It is a privilege, but a poignant one, 
as such bonds are so ephemeral. But above all, it is an exercise in Christian hope, for we believe 
that we will see both friends and strangers again, in the world to come, where nothing is fleeting 
and all is illuminated.  
 

But there is good news yet to hear 
and fine things to be seen  
before we go to Paradise by way of Kensal Green.59 
~G.K. Chesterton 

 
* * * 

 
Have I made the best use of my time, especially when life has become more routine? How have I 
“built up reserves” of faith, hope and charity? How do I act towards strangers? Do I show them 
the same love and attentiveness as I do with family and friends? 
 
O Jesus, it is impossible for me to go any place where You have not been first. And each day, 
You present me with countless opportunities to draw closer to You, and for that, I thank You! 
If I have failed to see You, then heal my blindness. If there is even the smallest part of me that 
has gone cold, then melt my heart.  I shall strive to seek You always: at the mountaintop, in 
the valley, and on the plains.  
  



XX 
 
But the LORD said to Samuel: Do not judge from his appearance or from his lofty 
stature, because I have rejected him. God does not see as a mortal, who sees the 
appearance. The LORD looks into the heart…Then Samuel asked Jesse, “Are these all 
the sons you have?” Jesse replied, “There is still the youngest, but he is tending the 
sheep.” Samuel said to Jesse, “Send for him; we will not sit down to eat until he arrives 
here.” 
~ 1 Samuel 16: 7-11 

 
 
Léonie 
Her favorite stories were the ones she read as she went to bed, 
that made her leave the light on just in case 
the dragons lingered right outside her room, 
ready to surprise in the night, 
but it’s alright, she had her sword by her side. 
They never told her that she was on to something greater 
than the world could ever guess. 
Mild and quiet, it was decided 
that little more could ever pour out of a life so very ordinary. 
A hero’s welcome was a friend’s embrace in some unknown place, 
with the wine of pleasant company. 
Her kingdom made of tiny rooms and smiles; 
if you stayed a while, you could tell that all she wanted was 
something holy and sure. 
“It’s so simple and yet so complicated” and 
every word like this that the world ever fed her 
was silently tamed while the secret that reigned  
in her heart was enough 
to get her through the toughest moments unscathed. 
They’re so delighted that she found her way  
and a word to say, 
but hold on because her sight is on something brighter than day. 
 

* * * 
 

You have probably heard of St. Thérèse, “The Little Flower” who was declared a Doctor 
of the Church, and is one of the most beloved saints of the 20th century. She had four sisters, and 
three of them were Carmelite nuns, just like Thérèse. The middle child, Léonie, wanted 
desperately to become a Carmelite, but after several failed attempts at the religious life, she was 
finally accepted into a community of Visitation nuns. Her long road to the religious life is 
emblematic of the many obstacles she had to overcome in her life. From the start, life did not 
grant her many favors: we are told that she was sickly and unattractive, and had a stubborn and 
rebellious character. Listen to what her mother had to say about her:  
 



"I am fairly pleased with Léonie; if we could only subdue her obstinacy and soften her 
character, she would be a good girl - faithful and unafraid of the suffering she must 
endure. She has a will of iron; when she wants something, she will fight her way past any 
obstacle to reach her goal."60  

 
Later, she wrote: “I don’t know what to do with Léonie. She does exactly as she 

pleases.”61 And still later: “As for Léonie, only God can change her – and I am confident that he 
will.”62 The more I read of Léonie’s story, I became certain that I’d found a friend in her. I could 
connect with someone like Léonie, who had a habit of making people throw their arms up in the 
air, out of frustration. She was the overlooked sister in the story of Thérèse of Lisieux, and that’s 
precisely why she gave me so much hope: as stubborn as she was, the tender heart of Christ 
Jesus is even more determined, and He does not overlook or forget any one of His children. The 
Spirit of Christ did change her heart and her ways. Léonie’s faithfulness carried her through 
every scrape and skirmish, and she did not surrender to other people’s opinions of her. She knew 
that, in the end, the only “opinion” that mattered belonged to God alone. She desired, above all 
else, to amend her life so that it would rise like incense to the Lord, releasing the sweet aroma of 
a life well-lived. In the end, her faithfulness triumphed over those who assumed she’d never 
amount to much: even as I write this, the cause for her canonization has been officially opened.  
 

Admittedly, I have a deep affection for those heroes, leaders and saints who emerge from 
the most unlikely places. As the Scripture passage above reveals, Jesse was so sure that his son, 
David, was nothing more than a shepherd, that he didn’t even bother to summon him. How 
wonderful it is that “the Lord looks into the heart!” He sees our potential even before we see it 
for ourselves. If we cling, as Léonie did, to the call of Christ, which resounds in the caverns of 
the soul, then we can more easily brush off the disparaging whispers or raised eyebrows. We 
must stay close to the words of St. Paul, especially when pressure comes from all sides: “Do not 
conform yourselves to this age but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that you may 
discern what is the will of God, what is good and pleasing and perfect.” (Romans 12:2) If we 
believe that others don’t expect much of us, or we try – and fail – to discern the will of 21st 
century America instead of God’s will, then we risk sinking into the kind of spiritual lethargy 
that agrees with the world’s diagnosis: sigh, I can’t contribute anything of much importance, so I 
may as well just give up now and at least try to lead a comfortable life, here on the outskirts. 
 

Ah! But the Lord will find you, even if you are on the periphery, because, curiously 
enough, the margins are where the heroic stories really start taking shape: starting with Jesus, 
whose crucifixion was intended (by the Romans, at least) to make the point that His ministry was 
empty and forgettable. There’s the example of St. John Vianney, who, after struggling with his 
seminary studies, was assigned to a remote parish that his superiors thought matched the 
smallness of Vianney’s priestly potential. And we cannot forget St. Thomas Aquinas, who was 
dubbed “the Dumb Ox” by his classmates.  Right up to Léonie Martin, the sickly and stubborn 
middle child who wouldn't be satisfied until she’d done her best to follow Christ into the 
convent. These were all men and women who mustered up the courage to step forward in faith, 
when it could have been less burdensome just to remain on the sidelines and observe.  
 

It was at this point that Bilbo stopped.  Going on from there was the bravest thing he ever 
did.  The tremendous things that happened afterwards were as nothing compared to it.  



He fought the real battle in the tunnel alone, before he ever saw the vast danger that lay 
in wait.63 

 
If there is one character who would have been content to sit on the sidelines and observe, 

it would have been Bilbo Baggins, the unassuming hobbit from the Shire. No one in Middle 
Earth expected much of the hobbits, after all. They were a peaceful folk, and the Shire was able 
to enjoy tranquility, while the lands beyond its borders became increasingly beset by evil forces. 
Like Léonie, Bilbo was not very great in the eyes of the world, but unlike Léonie, he was pleased 
with that, and didn't see the need to nurture any lofty aspirations. There was nothing to be brave 
about, and that made him perfectly happy.  
 

But then, the wizard Gandalf comes onto the scene, and the hobbit’s life is turned upside 
down. Keep in mind that Gandalf is a rough equivalent of an angel, so he has a certain disruptive 
air about him, like a messenger who is all-too delighted to interrupt an ordinary day with some 
bold news or request. In fact, throughout the story, the wizard would sometimes appear to be 
trying to hide some funny joke or secret, as though he knew something about Bilbo that the 
hobbit did not yet know about himself. Which makes their initial encounter all the more 
amusing. This is how Tolkien describes it:  
 

"I am looking for someone to share in an adventure that I am arranging, and it's very 
difficult to find anyone." 
"I should think so – in these parts! We are plain quiet folk and have no use for 
adventures. Nasty disturbing uncomfortable things! Make you late for dinner!"64 

 
Indeed, they can make you late for dinner…but they can also make you a saint. I would 

guess that Léonie trudged through some “nasty disturbing uncomfortable things” along the way. 
But she knew (as many others have) that she was walking along a path that our Lord knew very 
well. The path that led to the Cross – and to new life. This itinerary is part of the invitation 
extended to us, when, like Gandalf, Christ surprises us, just as we thought life was getting 
comfortable and reasonable. He, too, is looking for people to share in this adventure, but it’s 
proving quite hard to find anyone. Because how often do we respond with something like Bilbo’s 
answer? “oh, but the timing isn’t quite right…it’s an awful lot of trouble for a future that’s not 
entirely certain…you’re asking me to leave so much behind and give up everything that makes 
me happy…” I don’t know about you, but this is how I’ve often responded when I sense the Holy 
Spirit tugging at my heart, asking me to do more, and to be more. There is that temptation to 
retreat into an uncomplicated and mediocre spiritual life. The truth is, we need to want holiness 
as much as Léonie did, and not assume that sanctity is only for “other people.”  

 
This brings us back to Bilbo’s bravest moment. Now, it’s true that throughout his entire 

mythology of Middle Earth, Tolkien devotes many pages to epic, sweeping battles, and larger 
than life characters. But much of the story is also a succession of smaller, more cloistered 
moments, which rival even the fiercest and largest battles in terms of their consequence. The 
above passage is a good example of this. In the midst of a grand adventure, Tolkien gives us this 
minor, almost “in-between” sort of incident. Its significance is precisely in the special care that 
Tolkien gives it, because his attentiveness is saying something of great importance to the reader, 



who might be fighting any number of battles without even leaving the comfort of his own living 
room chair.  
 

Tolkien is spot-on about where the real battles are fought. You and I both know this all 
too well. On a cold Monday morning, when the temperature is hovering around 2 degrees, and 
the prospect of a busy workweek looms unpleasantly large…sometimes, it’s a battle just to get 
two feet on the floor. Those moments between 6am and 6:05am, when you are locked in a 
furious fight between your will and your senses. I can’t be the only one who spends at least a 
minute or two every few hours delivering pithy internal motivational speeches. No one hears 
them, and no one needs to, because they don’t require an audience. As Bilbo demonstrates, such 
tiny triumphs (or defeats) are usually a solitary business, away from the observation and 
potential admiration (or criticism) of others.   
  
It is difficult not to think of these words from St. Josemaría Escrivá:  
 

The heroic minute. It is the time fixed for getting up. Without hesitation: a supernatural 
reflection and ... up!.. If, with God’s help, you conquer yourself, you will be well ahead 
for the rest of the day. It’s so discouraging to find oneself beaten at the first skirmish.65 

 
And there, in the dragon’s tunnel, Bilbo demonstrated the heroic minute. There could 

have been a thousand things racing through his mind – meals he’d rather be cooking, relatives 
he’d rather be visiting, naps he’d rather be taking. We’ll never know the extent of desire and 
memory that might have arisen in the hobbit’s mind, as he made his way towards the ominous 
glow of Smaug the Dragon, but we do know that he kept going forward. He would not be 
“beaten at the first skirmish.” And neither would Léonie! The hobbit and the nun stayed the 
course, and there was no shortcut to conversion: they had to pass through their own Gesthemane 
first. They show us how smaller acts of courage have the capacity to shape, over time, our 
character, smoothing out the rough edges of our self-interest, and turning us into true Christ-
bearers.  
 

Presume not that I am the thing I was, 
For God doth know, so shall the world perceive, 
that I have turned away from my former self.66 

~ Shakespeare 
 

* * * 
 
How do I respond when Christ asks: “will you follow Me? Will you lay down your comfortable 
life, and seek to stretch your heart and travel further in your acts of charity and mercy? Will you 
come and share in this adventure?” Do I trust that, while He might be asking us to leave so much 
behind, He promises to give us so much more in return? Am I content to remain inconspicuously 
on the margins, or do I accept the call to step forward in confidence?  
 
Be my sole comfort, O Lord! It is under Your wing that I find the safest refuge, and it is 
through Your holy will that I find the surest passage. When the tide pushes against me, 



enliven me with the courage to press on. Above all, Lord, never cease to intensify my desire to 
become a saint. 
  



XXI 
 
When Mary came to where Jesus was and saw him, she fell at his feet and said to him, 
“Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” When Jesus saw her 
weeping and the Jews who had come with her weeping, he became perturbed and deeply 
troubled, and said, “Where have you laid him?” They said to him, “Sir, come and see.” 
And Jesus wept. So the Jews said, “See how he loved him.” 
~ John 11: 32-36 

 
 
The North Wind 
Maybe this north wind brings us closer, 
cold and unexpected as it might be. 
Maybe there are answers we've never looked for, 
in our weary state, 
we've unlocked this one door. 
Maybe all we ever learned figures in right where we turn, 
we sigh inside. 
Maybe the soft word carries us farther 
away from the deep joy that makes our song. 
So many open windows to choose from, 
it would be so sad if we got this one wrong. 
In our sentimental way, 
we believe we've come too late, 
but Love won't mind. 
Maybe this north wind brings us closer, 
moving us to stumble so perfectly 
over the Cornerstone that's been waiting 
to awake us all 
from an imperfect sleep. 
 

* * * 
 

Reach back into your memory (some of you might not need to reach very far) and 
retrieve the file containing your Longest Day. Maybe that file actually includes a whole 
succession of days, all of which constitute the longest year of your life. A series of losses, 
changes, questions, doubts, disappointments…whatever the reasons or circumstances, they’ve 
led you to this place in your mind’s eye: a field, where you stand alone. You look down, and see 
that the grass is dry and colorless. It crunches unpleasantly with every step you take. The sky is 
also colorless, and it stretches on forever, without even the slightest change in elevation in sight. 
Simply sky and field, and you happen to be at a point where the two meet. There is, however, 
one sign of life, and that is the cold wind, blowing in from the north. You shiver, and not just 
from the chilly breeze. The loneliness presses in on you, and it’s so thick, you almost feel as 
though it could serve as a cloak. But thick as it is, it won’t keep you warm, so you pull your thin 
coat a little closer. 

 



Suddenly, a figure appears, at the edge of the field. The wind has picked up, and it is 
stinging your eyes, so you have some difficulty seeing through the tears welling up. But sure 
enough, it is a Person. At last! A little company on this God-forsaken field. You don’t know it 
yet, but this Person is coming precisely to tell you that this place has not been forsaken by God. 
He comes closer, and the wind seems to get even stronger and colder. A wild idea darts across 
your thoughts: His appearance is somehow tied up with the wind. You squint to try to bring the 
vision into sharper focus. He is saying something, but you can’t quite make out the words. A few 
more moments pass, and you can tell that He’s saying the same word over and over again. 
Finally, you can untangle from the howling gusts a Voice, reverberating through the air: 

 
Love. 
 
Love, love, love…this singular word dances around you, and fills the space between field 

and sky. Your ear strains to listen more closely, as though you are hearing this word for the first 
time. Oh, Love! That word, a flicker of paradise in the arid desert and in the dark night of 
unfriendly dreams. That word, begging to be spoken in our own time! How often the depths of 
love have eluded us! How we have avoided its piercing touch on so many occasions! But here, in 
this field, its presence is as unmistakable as it is mysterious. We can’t wrap our minds around it, 
but we should not worry, because it wraps around us instead.  

 
Maybe this north wind carries us closer… 

 
Whenever we hear of wind in the Scriptures, we discover that God is doing something 

new in His handiwork. These are not comfortable breezes; they are quite unlike the ones that 
brush gently through your hair, as you sit at the edge of a lake during a Sunday afternoon picnic. 
Those are nice, but they do not represent any life-giving or transformative activity. These 
enjoyable wafts are just a tiny intimation of the power of rua, the breath of God. It is this 
dynamic breath that is one of the defining characteristics of the Third Person of the Trinity: the 
Holy Spirit. He is the gale rushing over the vast emptiness of creation at the beginning of time: 
that “mighty wind sweeping over the waters.” (Gn 1:2) He is the Word leaping from the Father’s 
heart, bringing earth and stars and creatures into being. That same Word of Love hovers over our 
own emptiness, longing to replace our hearts of stone with hearts of flesh. (Ez. 36 26) Let us not 
forget the moment in salvation history when “God remembered Noah and all the animals, wild 
and tame, that were with him in the ark [and He] made a wind sweep over the earth, and the 
waters began to subside.” (Gn 8:1) So it is with each soul in this great ark of a world: we are 
each remembered by our Heavenly Father, and the same movement of the Spirit tames the chaos 
within us, and pulls back the waters that threaten to engulf us.  

 
And so it is that the breath of God blows in from Calvary, as well, cold and unexpected 

as it might be. When these times come, we so often want to fight and resist, as we fill up with 
questions such as: “why didn’t my faith in Christ guarantee an easier life? What is the point of 
following God’s will, if it is only going to lead to more suffering and trials?” To which Pope 
Benedict XVI responds:  
 



Christ did not promise an easy life. Those who desire comforts have dialed the wrong 
number. Rather, he shows us the way to great things, the good, towards an authentic 
human life.67 

 
So, in our frustration, we might shake our fist to the heavens, but at least we have 

remembered that He is there. We might lament the icy draft cutting across our lives, but there is 
no doubt that it abruptly wakes us up to the reality before us, and dispels any illusions we may 
have propped up for ourselves. Have we so quickly forgotten the Lord’s words to His disciples? 
If the world hates you, realize that it hated me first. (Jn 15:18) If there is comfort in these words, 
it is in the reassurance that we are hardly alone in our tribulation. This is why Bonhoeffer could 
write that “the cross is not the terrible end to an otherwise godfearing and happy life, but it meets 
us at the beginning of our communion with Christ.”68 
 

Indeed, a sense of communion infuses the scene, as we return to the field in our mind’s 
eye. The Lord has made His approach, and you are now close enough to look into His eyes. They 
are wet with tears. See how He loves you! That cold and unexpected wind suddenly gusts 
stronger than ever, and this time, it ushers in a surge of understanding: it is the grace of realizing 
how Christ suffered and died on that hill for you. Not a hypothetical you, or an anonymous you, 
but actually you. There is no cross that you carry that He didn’t carry first. There is no wound 
that afflicts you that He hasn’t endured, as well.  
 

Yes, your eyes may have been stinging earlier because of the wind, but now they well up 
with tears for a different reason. It’s actually oddly comforting, because for a while, you had 
supposed that the well had run dry. How can we resist being deeply moved when we recall His 
mercy and grace? We do not need to stem the tide of our tears: Go in peace! I will not say: do 
not weep; for not all tears are an evil.”69 Our Lord did not hold back His tears; He wept at the 
tomb of His friend, Lazarus. And see how life is restored through those tears! Lazarus would 
walk out of that tomb mere moments later. The tears of our Lord are never wasted, and our tears 
are not futile, either. If the blood of the martyrs is the seed of the Church (as Tertullian tells us) 
then the tears of converted hearts serve as the water poured onto those seeds.   
 

Of course, a strain of sadness runs through many of our tears. Perhaps we regret that we 
have come so late to the Lord – but again, Love won’t mind. Where God dwells, each “moment 
contains all moments.”70 Time runs differently when we are swept up in the adventure of 
following Christ, so let us not now dwell upon the past. Or perhaps we weep because our plans – 
even the good ones – have fallen through, one by one. Or maybe it is the general state of affairs 
in today’s world that is the chief source of your sorrow. But as the north wind howls around us, 
even to the point of bringing us to our knees, our sadness gives way to joy – and the tears may 
flow even more freely than before. For these are tears shed out of gratitude; the overwhelming 
realization that we would be nowhere, not even on a desolate plain, were it not for the boundless 
love of God. We are because He is, and what He is, is Love. How do we not weep when we 
recite the Creed? How do we not burst into praise, when we reflect upon all that He has done for 
His people? Has our thankfulness grown so stale?  
 

Chesterton offers us a beautiful description of a man who understood what it was to turn 
one’s life over entirely to God, and to rest confidently in the supreme splendor of His plans. St. 



Francis of Assisi abandoned himself to the Lord, and, through his material poverty, showed that 
real destitution lay in clinging to the ways of the world, as though they (and not the Holy Spirit) 
were responsible for breathing life and purpose into the human soul: 
 

He was above all things a great giver; and he cared chiefly for the best kind of giving 
which is called thanksgiving. If another great man wrote a grammar of assent, he may 
well be said to have written a grammar of acceptance; a grammar of gratitude. He 
understood down to its very depths the theory of thanks; and its depths are a bottomless 
abyss. He knew that the praise of God stands on its strongest ground when it stands on 
nothing. He knew that we can best measure the towering miracle of the mere fact of 
existence if we realize that but for some strange mercy we should not even exist.71 
 
Yes, we can glean much from those times when things in life are going well. But it is 

precisely when life appears to “stand on nothing” that we lean on God’s goodness and 
trustworthiness even more. There will be days when we look upon the Cross as we would the last 
remaining sign of love in the world. Do not just look upon it, then; cling to it! Hold fast to the 
source of our hope. Run your fingers over the uneven wood – reminiscent of the jagged patterns 
that weave through our lives. Use both hands to embrace the Cross, and let go of the expectation 
to hear what you want to hear, and ask rather for the grace to hear what you need to hear. Look 
up, and see how Christ comes before us, wearing His crown of thorns like a crown of gold. His 
eyes are locked onto ours; He will never turn His gaze away, not even for the smallest second. 
He is here. He has come in on the breath of the cold north wind, and even His silence speaks 
more than all the words ever uttered throughout human history, for He is the Word of God. In 
this abundant silence, He extends His hand, and it reaches toward us like a flame cutting through 
the ice. We have only to take His hand and rise up with the new dawn.  
 

“The old woman smiled. 'Past tears are present strength,' said she.”72 
~ George MacDonald 

 
* * * 

 
Where has the wind blown cold in my own life? Where are those moments when I have “stood 
on nothing?” Am I actively enrolled in the school of gratitude, especially concerning those most 
delicate and intricate designs of Divine Providence, hidden at the eye of life’s hurricanes?  
 
O, Jesus, Shepherd and Guardian of my soul! You have been my protector in storms past, and 
you will be my sturdy shelter during the storms to come. Be my sole and firm foundation, O 
Christ, the Cornerstone! May the tears that I have shed play their small part in watering the 
soil of faith, in this world in such need of fervent recourse to Your amazing graces.  
  



XXII 
 

Behold, I tell you a mystery. We shall not all fall asleep, but we will all be changed, in an 
instant, in the blink of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead 
will be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed. 
~  1 Corinthians 15:51-52 

 
 
Morning at Ostia 
I feel older than yesterday, 
and I feel bolder and ready to say: 
so much to do, nothing to lose, 
by the way there’s a chance I may seem relatively  
unattached to this place. 
And He said to me “one day you’ll see, all of this will feel like one of your dreams. 
You will wake up in My arms.” 
And He said to me “all days can be steps on a road leading to Me, til you wake up in My arms.” 
And always a little bit taken with 
all of your promises and all I won’t miss. 
Caught unaware, lost in the glare of the world’s last light. 
All of a sudden I awake to the light of the Son. 
So I’ve got a lot to learn before 
I head home, sweet Home. 
But I only wonder at the things 
I do not yet know. 
Maybe this is all that it takes 
to be satisfied. 
 

* * * 
 

Imagine that you are preparing for a long journey to a foreign land. You take great care in 
packing all the right clothes for the weather. You know that they eat a little differently in this 
distant country, so you already start tweaking your diet here and there, in order for your body to 
adjust more gradually. You make sure that you’ve received all the proper immunizations. Every 
few days, you check that your passport is still in the last place you left it. The point is: little by 
little, you’ve changed things about your life, based on the destination of your travels. We are so 
careful and intentional when preparing for an international trip, so why would we think any 
differently when it comes to the most important trip of all? 

 
I would venture to say that while our present age suffers from a kind of amnesia about 

God, it suffers additionally from amnesia about heaven. Many people have forgotten – or simply 
do not care to think about – the destination of every human creature: eternal life. And this is why 
the theme of death is featured a few times in this little book. Throughout Scripture, we are told 
repeatedly that a) death will come to each of us and b) it will come at an hour that is hidden from 
us. The east wind seizes him and he is gone; it sweeps him from his place; (Job 27:21) This is 
not intended to be a morbid or depressing thought. But it is meant to wake us up, to shake us out 



of any false sense of complacency that might be starting to creep in.  
 
Caught unaware, lost in the glare of the world’s last light, 
all of a sudden I awake to the light of the Son. 
 
If the memory of good is to serve any purpose at all, it is to return us (as often as is 

necessary) to the road marked for the heavenly kingdom. The prospect of our passing into the 
next life is part of that memory: to remember the goodness of God is to recall that we are meant 
to live in communion with Him forever. This promise was one of the final words spoken by 
Christ, as He suffered on the Cross: “Amen, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise.” 
(Lk 23:43) The doorway to this promise is death, which stands like the only fixed object among 
the fleeting things of this world.  
 

Stay on this image of a doorway for a moment, as we consider the significance of the 
word ostia. It is plural for ostium, which means “opening” (such as a mouth) or “entrance” (such 
as a door). You have heard this word before, if you have ever sung the Eucharistic hymn by St. 
Thomas Aquinas, which is normally used during Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament: 
 

O salutaris Hostia, 
Quae cæli pandis ostium 

 
The translation is: O saving Victim, opening wide the gate of Heaven to us below. This 

imagery and etymology helps to set the stage for the title of the above song, “Morning at Ostia.” 
It is a meditation inspired largely by the Confessions of St. Augustine. Near the end of his 
autobiography, Augustine recounts an extraordinary experience in the city of – you guessed it – 
Ostia. It is a port town, not too far from Rome. He tells how he and his mother, Monica, were 
immersed in a discussion about what eternal life for the saints might be like (evidently, 
Augustine and Monica were not much for small talk…who wants to talk about earthly weather 
when one can talk about the climate of heaven?) It seemed the intensity of the conversation 
carried them over the threshold of words, into a kind of mystical experience. They were given a 
foretaste of the divine dwelling place “by a moment of total concentration of the heart.” (Book 9) 
In other words, it wasn’t clever words or opinions that brought them to this point – it was simply 
prayer, infused with Love. And, even more amazingly, it was a prayer shared between mother 
and son – a bond like none other. Here, at Ostia, the “gate of Heaven” swung open for them, 
even if it was for mere minutes.  
 

And we entered into our minds and passed beyond them so as to reach that land of never-
failing plenty where you feed Israel for ever with the food of Truth, where life is that 
Wisdom through whom all these things were made.73 

 
The language here is one of plenitude and abundance. Can you imagine just how sweet 

the “food of Truth” must taste? What a feast, fulfilling each of our senses! Of course, most of us 
will probably not receive such a spectacular vision, but that should not deter us from making that 
same “total concentration of the heart.” We can listen with an attentive and loving ear to the 
Word of God. We have countless stories of saints at our fingertips. They show us what it looks 



like to have one’s heart and mind so intent on heaven, that the soul no longer belongs just to 
itself – she belongs to God and everybody else.  
 

And of course, we mustn’t forget that the “gate of heaven” swings open for us, as well, 
when we step forward to receive Holy Communion. Here, in the hostia, is the sublime invitation 
to receive the food of heaven. For we believe in a God who wants to be so close, so intimate, so 
near to us, that He desires to have His blood racing in my very bloodstream. His broken flesh 
tangled up with my own. You can’t get any closer than that. But this is simply how He loves. He 
wants to make saints of us all.  
 

Just as we cannot receive the Body of Christ if we are in a state of serious sin, so we 
cannot enter through that blessed gate if we are stained by sin. As C.S. Lewis makes very clear in 
his book, The Great Divorce: “There is no heaven with a little of hell in it – no plan to retain this 
or that of the devil in our hearts or our pockets. Out Satan must go, every hair and feather.”74 It’s 
true: we must empty our pockets, since we cannot sneak into heaven even the slightest trace of 
sin. It’s a little like when you go through airport security: the alarms will go off when the least 
bit of metal passes through. And sometimes you have to be reminded sharply by the security 
agent that you have a watch on your wrist; it’s become so much a part of you that you forget it’s 
there. Unfortunately, sin can have that same effect. It becomes so entangled with everything else, 
that we forget it’s there. The next time you wonder why an examination of conscience is so 
thorough, just imagine the metal detector. The examination – like the detector – must be 
equipped to identify everything that must be left behind; that is, everything that is not truly us.  
We can bring into heaven only that which is the image and likeness of our Maker, and sin was 
never part of God’s original creation.  
 

Everything becomes more and more itself. Here is joy that cannot be shaken.75 
 

We’ve all heard stories about people who have had a brush with death, and make a 
promise to change for the better, if only they can be spared. Sometimes, this plea is a desperate 
cry to the universe (as though the universe could do anything about one’s predicament…the 
universe is many things, but merciful is not one of them). Make this one thing turn out well, and 
I will right this wrong! Give me another chance, and I will be a better person! But while it can 
serve as a decent starting point, the looming reality of death should not be the sole motivation 
behind conversion. It is one thing to be grateful for dodging death; but it’s another – and more 
marvelous thing – to be grateful that one has a little more time to prepare for the life to come.  

 
And He said to me “all days can be  
steps on a road leading to Me,  
til you wake up in My arms.” 
 
Which means that if we have hazy or unhelpful ideas concerning heaven, then we need to 

work on that. After all, who wants to prepare for a journey to a destination that they are 
ambivalent about? If I think that heaven is a listless, boring place, inhabited by timid citizens, 
and made more interesting only because there’s a big reunion with all the people I loved best 
during my earthly life, then, frankly, that’s not going to inspire me much to change how I live 



here. Rather, my life should be shaped by the gratitude I have for the place that the Lord has 
prepared for me, awaiting the day when He comes back again to take me there Himself. (Jn 14:3)  
 

And He said to me “one day you’ll see,  
all of this will feel like one of your dreams… 
 
Perhaps all that we call “good” here will look a bit dusty or blurry, when examined 

through the eyes of heaven. Our favorite colors will be richer and brighter, and even the smallest 
sound – like water dripping onto the ground – will be more melodious than the greatest 
symphony ever composed. We have been told that “night will be no more, nor will they need 
light from the lamp or sun, for the Lord God shall give them light, and they shall reign forever 
and ever.” (Rev. 22:5) Augustine and Monica received a glimpse of this Wedding Feast of the 
Lamb. In a similar way, we can gaze upon the Eucharistic altar, where heaven and earth kiss, and 
we, too, can catch sight of that place where morning never ends, and the day is never done. 
 

“I have come home at last! This is my real country! I belong here. This is the land I have 
been looking for all my life, though I never knew it till now. The reason why we loved the 
old Narnia is because it sometimes looked a little like this…Come further up, come 
further in!”76  
~C.S. Lewis 

 
* * * 

 
Take a moment to examine your ideas and assumptions regarding heaven. Does the promise of 
such a place stir in me a desire to change my life, and conform my heart to the will of God? Am I 
open to discussing such matters with others? Why or why not? Am I grateful for the Lord’s 
promise of eternal life? How does my daily life reflect that gratitude?  
 
O, Lord, grant me the wisdom to recall that “here we have no lasting city, but we seek the one 
that is to come.” (Hebrews 13:14) With each hour and each day, I make my approach to Your 
throne. And with each Communion worthily received, You make Your holy approach into my 
heart. Let us meet, then, O Gracious Lord! Let us meet by the “river of life-giving water!” 
(Rev. 22:1) 
  



XXIII 
 
Now there was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon. This man was righteous and 
devout, awaiting the consolation of Israel, and the holy Spirit was upon him. 
~ Luke 2:25 

 
 
Simeon 
There was a man in the city 
and everyone thought him just a little odd. 
They'd pass him on his knees, 
his arms outstretched 
as if waiting for a consolation. 
But on the edge of something new 
he sensed that he had things to do, 
and so lived a life of anticipation. 
Here is the moment he's been waiting for 
all of his life, rushing and wishing and racing towards 
a graceful moment when he'd finally see 
what faith becomes. 
He saw them enter by the front door 
and he didn't need anymore proof that it was time 
to take the child in his arms, 
and looking up to heaven, 
thanked his God for this chance. 
He told the mother of the days that would come 
and any other would have turned away to run. 
But she kept in her heart 
all the words that she'd heard 
because she had hope and 
all those good things in her Son. 
So he was free to go, 
to go in peace with what he'd seen. 
And with his last breath, he thought 
how we were in the best of hands 
and at that he smiled. 
 

* * * 
 

Our days of prayer are bookended by two canticles: the canticle of Zechariah and the 
canticle of Simeon. They both speak of promises made and fulfilled by God. As far as their 
imagery is concerned, they both employ references to light, but Zechariah speaks of Christ as the 
resplendent dawn, rending the curtains of night, whereas Simeon sings of his surrender to the 
resplendent night of death, which steers him into the dawn of heaven. What a gift it is to reflect 
on how tradition has wisely kept these Scripture passages close to the heart of the official public 



prayer life of the Church. We need this Liturgy of the Hours to help illuminate those transitions 
between night and day, between death and life.  
 

Let us take a closer look at the figure of Simeon. Three times in three verses, we are told of 
his closeness to the Holy Spirit: 

…the holy Spirit was upon him. 
It had been revealed to him by the holy Spirit… 
He came in the Spirit into the temple… 
 
This intimacy with the Spirit is not just a minor point amidst the other facts of the story. It is 

this central relationship with the Spirit that governs Simeon’s whole life. He is even able to 
discern the precise moment to enter into the temple. Truly, the Holy Spirit arranged Simeon’s 
encounter with Christ perfectly, to the last detail. I cannot help but detect a challenge to each of 
us, as I meditate on this passage: are we so receptive to the movements of the Spirit? Simeon 
provides a model of one who is driven into the right place at the right time. By virtue of our 
Baptism and Confirmation, for example, we are given the means to respond – radically, if need 
be – to the promptings of the Holy Spirit. With each earnest Communion and each good 
Confession, we are equipped internally with a kind of spiritual navigation system. To be 
intensely and intentionally immersed in the life of the sacraments is to avail oneself to the fruitful 
instruction of the Spirit. Who knows when the next encounter with Christ will take place? It 
could be right around the next bend – we would do dwell to stay attuned to the movement of 
grace in our lives, so that we do not miss out on an opportunity to take our conversion to the next 
level. Ever deeper into the mysteries, and ever higher into the joy.  

 
Ah, but even just to look up higher is a task unto itself! Here, the man in the temple presents 

us with another challenge. As with the depiction of many holy men and women, Simeon is 
frequently portrayed with his face turned upwards. The representation is not surprising, given 
that he moved “in the Spirit,” and would have his sight fixed on the things of above. I imagine 
that he always had one eye on the door of the temple, and one ear to the surrounding 
conversation, waiting to see and hear hints of the promised Messiah. This posture of outward 
attention provides quite the contrast to our present age – the age of the “selfie” and the status 
update. Our heads are down and our ears closed off, as we check our messages or listen to our 
music. This is not to say that good things can’t come of checking a text message or listening to a 
song, but the increasing tendency to remain within the confines of our small and self-defined 
radius can stifle the progression of one’s interior life. Life is not nearly as fun when we don’t 
allow the Spirit to draw up the parameters. Instead, we so easily fall into the routine of standing 
like sentinels at our own gates, reluctant to let anyone in who might tamper with the castle that 
we have constructed around us. Let us stand, rather, on the ramparts, as Simeon stood at the 
temple, and remain on the lookout for the Lord. We must look up, and look for Him in the face 
of the stranger, in the needs of the poor, in the wounds of the hurting.  

 
Simeon’s interior disposition prepared him to enter the sanctuary at the appointed hour, but 

it might have also earned him a bit of an eccentric reputation in the eyes of the casual observer. 
He was the one who lived each day on the edge of something new, walking about the habitual 
crowds while exuding palpable anticipation. The words of Flannery O’Connor come to mind, as 
I ponder that image of Simeon: “you shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you odd.”77 



He was steeped in the truth of the Scriptures, and he cut a curious figure, standing between two 
epochs, with an oath from God bridging the gap. An imperfect analogy would be the man who 
stands at the street corner, with a sign announcing the impending arrival of Jesus Christ. Of 
course, it’s imperfect because we can be sure that Simeon received his information from the 
Holy Spirit, whereas the source of our effervescent preacher friend cannot be verified, and (more 
often than not) contradicts Catholic teaching on the matter of the Second Coming. However, the 
messenger of doom, pacing on Main Street with a megaphone, does make a valid point: we must 
live in a way that befits the reign of the Most High, even if we cannot determine the precise 
timing of when the Kingdom will be made fully manifest. For with the Incarnation, we have 
already witnessed the “invasion of time by eternity.”78 The Kingdom is not far off, in that sense, 
and we would do well, indeed, not to delay our response to the Lord’s approach.  

 
 Let’s return to the scene played out in Luke’s narrative: Mary, Joseph and Jesus have 

come into the temple, and Simeon moves towards them swiftly, as though carried by the force of 
a driving wind, perceptible only to him. With scarcely a “hello,” he scoops the child Jesus up 
into his arms. Oh, how he has waited for this moment! Next to Mary and Joseph, I’m not sure 
that anyone was as happy to see and hold that baby as Simeon was, since he had received 
extraordinary insight into the significance of this Child. He would make that much clear in the 
counsel he offered the couple afterwards. But first, there was this glorious occasion…the gentle 
touch of tiny wrinkled fingers and the adoring contemplation of that furrowed brow of the half-
sleeping baby. Oh, to be so close to the long-awaited Savior! I think there are few people in all of 
history who have experienced gratitude as Simeon did. Imagine that your entire life is built upon 
a promise, and you spend your days inching closer, with the anticipation growing with every 
step. You’ve spent so many nights gazing up at the stars, in wonder at their Maker, and you can 
only smile at the prospect of that day when you will come face to face with the Word that spoke 
those stars into reality. Everything about your existence leans ardently towards this pivotal 
moment. Except that it’s not just a turning point in your own life, but in all of history. And now 
imagine that the turning point draws near, and suddenly, you are pulled into it; you are ready, 
and yet…how could you ever be fully ready for such an event? And what else was left for 
Simeon to say afterwards, apart from his graceful reply? 
 

“Now, Master, you may let your servant go 
in peace, according to your word…” 

 
His faith has transformed into vision, and his hopes have been realized. He is free to “go in 

peace,” and to enter into the twilight of his life, those last days of a faith-filled interlude. As it is, 
he gives us a glimpse into what happens on the other side of death, when, God-willing, we come 
face to face with the Risen One. On that day, we shall not rely on faith and hope in the same way 
as we did during our earthly pilgrimage, which is why St. Paul can so boldly declare that “the 
greatest of these is love.” (1 Cor. 13:13) For good reason, this canticle is part of night prayer; for 
it is when the darkness closes in that we are bidden to let go and to detach ourselves from the 
cares and concerns of the day, and to rest in “the peace of Christ.” Each night is a preparation for 
that inescapable hour when the arms of Love will reach across the borders of this temporal 
country, to draw us to our eternal Home.  
 



For a brief time, those holy arms were nestled in the embrace of Simeon, who gratefully 
pressed Love against his chest, where his aging heart beat with the rhythm of God’s own 
heartbeat. But we mustn’t have too much spiritual envy, for we, too, are invited to serve as 
vessels that carry Love into the trenches of the world. Let us consider this: when we shuffle up 
the line in order to receive Communion, are we breathless with anticipation, like Simeon? Do we 
long to be so close? This Eucharistic desire is expressed by St. Maximilian Kolbe, who wrote: “if 
angels could be jealous of men, they would be so for one reason: Holy Communion.” There, 
hidden in the bread and wine, is the same Lord that Simeon held in the temple, in that long-
awaited moment. That little Child is the Lord who calls you by name today!  
 

 “Behold, this child is destined for the fall and rise of many in Israel, and to be a sign that 
will be contradicted (and you yourself a sword will pierce) so that the thoughts of many 
hearts may be revealed.” 
 
Simeon’s song is a continuation of the joyful refrain of the angels and shepherds in 

Bethlehem – but he adds a sobering piece of wisdom to his particular hymn of praise and 
adoration. The Holy Spirit has prepared him to step into this prophetic office; Simeon is aware 
that his own time may be running short, but he is not at all shortsighted. His words give us a taste 
of the Passion and a foreshadowing of the countless numbers of men and women who, through 
the centuries, have run away from or run towards Jesus. Running away, running towards; rising, 
falling…sometimes the pattern is repeated multiple times throughout a single lifetime. Yes, his 
last words are rather startling, but ultimately, Simeon is a man of hope, whose story demonstrates 
how Christ draws so very near to us; nearer than we could possibly imagine on our own, without 
the lens of His grace.  
 

This is the place of my song-dream, the place the music played to me,' whispered the Rat, 
as if in a trance. 'Here, in this holy place, here if anywhere, surely we shall find Him!' 
Then suddenly the Mole felt a great Awe fall upon him, an awe that turned his muscles to 
water, bowed his head, and rooted his feet to the ground. It was no panic terror— indeed 
he felt wonderfully at peace and happy— but it was an awe that smote and held him and, 
without seeing, he knew it could only mean that some august Presence was very, very 
near…Perhaps he would never have dared to raise his eyes, but that, though the piping 
was now hushed, the call and the summons seemed still dominant and imperious. He 
might not refuse, were Death himself waiting to strike him instantly, once he had looked 
with mortal eye on things rightly kept hidden. Trembling he obeyed, and raised his 
humble head; and then, in that utter clearness of the imminent dawn, while Nature, 
flushed with fullness of incredible color, seemed to hold her breath for the event, he 
looked in the very eyes of the Friend and Helper…79 
~Kenneth Grahame 

 
* * * 

 
During the infancy narratives, we are told how Mary ponders the unfolding events in her heart. 
Do I ponder these things in my heart, as well? Do I meditate often on the promises of Christ? Is 
He the one I return to, as many times as necessary, as I “rise and fall”? Do I follow in the 
footsteps of the Divine Master, and live as a contradiction to many ways of the world?  



 
O long-awaited Savior! In this age, when so many have forgotten or turned away from Your 
promises, help me be a sign of your grace in the world. Rid my heart of the clutter that stifles 
my anticipation of seeing You face-to-face. Make me docile to Your word and will, which 
serves as the foundation upon which all my hopefulness rests!  
  



XXIV 
 
He will wipe every tear from their eyes, and there shall be no more death or mourning, 

wailing or pain, [for] the old order has passed away.” The one who sat on the throne said, 
“Behold, I make all things new.” Then he said, “Write these words down, for they are 
trustworthy and true.” 
~ Revelation 21:4-5 
 
 
Old no More 
This long indecision and the joy that it stalled, 
re-living the vision of the last time he called. 
There were signs that I wasted,  
there were poems I laid here 
on the line as a strange mirror of each wondering sigh. 
What of the memories holding you back, 
and all that you’ve done and all that you lack, 
what of the praises that you fear may never come;  
what of the treasures that you thought were only yours, 
and your paper cuts, they’re nothing much 
in light of this: 
the day when nobody dies. 
Tell me a story with no ending at all. 
Save me from boring, a life empty of falls. 
Those lovelier ways and their livelier days, 
suddenly they seem okay. 
And they’re stronger than kings 
and the songs that they sing fill me with something to say. 
What of your latest attempts to be good, 
honest and thin and misunderstood, 
slowly eroding each conclusion I had found. 
Broken enough now to consider how I’ve lived 
and this waking up, it’s picking up 
in light of this –  
the day when nobody dies. 
 

* * * 
 

With all this talk of memory, it’s fitting to mention that memories can work both ways – 
as a help or as a hurdle. In the course of this little book, it has been my aim to encourage a 
recollection of where we are from and where we are going (essentially, a movement from and 
towards God the Father). This recollection can strengthen and embolden us to take the next step 
forward, especially if we are currently going through a dry or difficult spell. But, as I note briefly 
elsewhere, some memories – even the good ones – can also hold us back, as they pull us to a 
fixed point in our personal history, an experience that we might be tempted to try to recreate in 
some way. But what does the wise Aslan from Narnia tell us? “Things never happen the same 



way twice.”80 We cannot turn back the clock and return to a precise moment of conversion, 
keeping it before our eyes like a favorite movie or slideshow. This isn’t something that belongs 
on a mantle or in a box of souvenirs, to dust off when visitors come over. Conversion, in other 
words, isn’t about possession or consumption, but rather about being consumed by the Spirit of 
the Risen One. This grace is only ever received and never harnessed. One figure in the New 
Testament received a concise lecture on this topic: 
 

When Simon saw that the Spirit was conferred by the laying on of the apostles’ hands, he 
offered them money and said, “Give me this power too, so that anyone upon whom I lay 
my hands may receive the holy Spirit.” But Peter said to him, “May your money perish 
with you, because you thought that you could buy the gift of God with money. 
~ Acts 8: 18-20 

 
The power of God doesn’t have a market value, and of course, we cannot purchase His 

graces. Rather, it is we who “have been purchased at a price, “(1 Cor 6:20), and all graces belong 
to the Holy One alone, He who “gives and takes away.” (Job 1:21). So, while we can certainly 
look back in gratitude at those times when we encountered Christ Jesus, let our optic be those 
precious words that He speaks in Revelation: Behold, I make all things new. Our Lord, in using 
the present tense, is quite clear that He has not ceased making all things new. Where our own 
journeys of faith are concerned, it is particularly good to remember this. His Spirit didn’t just 
swoop into town during that one intense conversion experience you had on that retreat years ago. 
Yes, He did something new back then, but He’s doing something new today, as well. His work is 
not done. He is not finished with us yet!  
 

Where else does His grace bring us other than into the school of love? And if it is a 
school, then you and I are students together, learning to love neighbor and enemy and everyone 
in between. As with any education, it is not surprising that we will have questions along the way. 
We might even be a little bewildered by this Person of Christ, Who is ever ancient and ever new.  
But, better to begin as a bewildered disciple than never to begin at all. Better to ask questions 
than to harbor doubts, which, if unattended, can turn the fresh waters of baptism bitter. Besides, 
Christ and His disciples were constantly bothering each other with questions (Whom do you say 
that I am? Do you love me? Why do you have to wash my feet?...) In between the questions and 
the parables, the Lord even took the time to provide a little lesson in arithmetic, as recounted in 
the Gospel of Mark: 
 

"When I broke the seven loaves for the four thousand, how many full baskets of fragments 
did you pick up? 

They answered Him, "Seven" 
He said to them, "Do you still not understand?" 

 
For the sake of our salvation history, it was a good thing that I was not in that crowd, else He 
would have had to exercise eternal patience with my sad knowledge of all things mathematical. 
He would never have gotten around to curing the sick, as He would have been preoccupied with 
teaching me fractions. But even in that form of teaching, He would have been fashioning my 
heart according to His promise: behold, I make all things new. There is nothing that we receive 



from Jesus which does not have the power to shape at least some part of us. He wastes no words 
and never squanders His time.  

 
This was a lesson that the first disciples took very seriously. We know this because the 

events of Pentecost come at the beginning of the Acts of the Apostles, and not at the end of the 
narrative, as though they were a kind of crowning achievement in the Church’s apostolic 
ministry. The Holy Spirit’s descent was not merely an epilogue to the story of Christ. On the 
contrary, after the apostles were filled with the Spirit, we witness how they mastered the art of 
not sitting still and not wasting time. Back and forth they went, traveling between towns and 
communities, making decisions, leading, teaching, not to mention getting imprisoned and 
persecuted along the way. They didn’t keep returning to the Upper Room, in order to reminisce 
about what happened there (“Oh, do you see that scorch mark on the table? That’s where poor 
Bartholomew spilled the candle, because he was so overcome with the emotion of the day...”) If 
there was ever such a thing as a life-giving memory, this one would be it: the power of that Day 
stretched and spilled over into the weeks, months and years that followed. The apostles’ words, 
on fire with the truth, were not just an echo of the rushing wind they’d experienced in that room; 
they were clear and brilliant notes in an unceasing song, orchestrated by the Holy Trinity itself. 
Anything less could not have sufficiently prepared them for the mission – and challenges – that 
lay ahead. Nearly all of the apostles died as martyrs. They could not have walked down their 
personal Via Crucis without the Holy Spirit emblazoned on their hearts like a living flame. Even 
as they took their last breaths, Christ was doing something new.  

 
The Lord never tires of revealing His goodness, and He never grows weary of making us 

good. What excellent news for us, as we toil here in the vineyard of the world, worn down by the 
passing of time, which often seems unsympathetic to our plight. But then, like a miracle, we spot 
the green stem rising from the dirt of our relentless struggles. Just as our shoulders sag under the 
heaviness of sin, an invitation reaches our ears, like a favorite childhood hymn that we’d nearly 
forgotten about:  
 

Come to him, a living stone, rejected by human beings but chosen and precious in the 
sight of God, and, like living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house to be a 
holy priesthood to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. (1 
Peter 2:4-5) 

 
Christ, the Living Stone! Christ, the firm Foundation! Christ, from whose “fullness we 

have all received, grace upon grace.” (John 1:16) Grace upon grace. We cannot rush through 
those three words. It is not enough to hastily ponder the tremendous hope enclosed in those four 
syllables. Imagine telling a five year old that she was going to wake up to Christmas morning 
every day. How could she not squeal with delight at the prospect of coming down the stairs each 
morning to find a pile of presents under the tree? This is what the Lord offers us: daily bread, 
daily mercy, daily chances to meet Him, love Him, and share the good news about Him. And just 
as He calls us to be branches on the Vine, so He asks us to lay down our lives upon the 
Cornerstone, so that we may, in turn, become “living stones,” signs of sturdy faith, in a world 
where so many have constructed houses on sand.  
 



So then you are no longer strangers and sojourners, but you are fellow citizens with the 
holy ones and members of the household of God, built upon the foundation of the apostles 
and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the capstone. Through him the whole structure 
is held together and grows into a temple sacred in the Lord; in him you also are being 
built together into a dwelling place of God in the Spirit. (Ephesians 2: 19-22) 

 
As a young child, I attended a ceremony celebrating the laying down of the final stone on 

a cathedral. It was a project eighty-three years in the making. I remember being in awe of all the 
different hands that would have contributed to the construction of such a monumental edifice. 
Piece by piece, brick by brick, window by window. In good weather and in bad. There was a 
World War, followed by a second one. The labor didn’t stop. Technology changed rapidly. We 
landed on the moon. The world became smaller as travelling became easier. And the builders 
carried on. Elsewhere, towers came crashing down, either because of natural disasters or 
violence. But still, this cathedral was not finished. In the global theatre, regimes collapsed and 
new ones emerged. The drama continued, up until the very day that last stone was placed, and 
the drama didn’t stop then, either. This project was unusual for our time, as we are no longer 
living in the age of the cathedral. Yes, once in a while, a new one is built, but not nearly at the 
rate of what transpired in the Middle Ages. Nor, I might add, with quite the same beauty. But we 
are still called upon by the Chief Architect – even if what we build looks different from our 
Medieval counterparts. It is our continued mission to strengthen the Body of Christ, to cooperate 
with the grace of God, so that we might create cathedrals out of the material of our own lives. 
Each prayer, each act of charity, each gesture of mercy…these are the “living stones” of this 
magnificent sacred space: the Church in the world. 

 
I would like for you to accompany me, for just a few minutes, across the threshold of a 

cathedral. Our eyes adjust to the dim lighting, and we shiver slightly, as it’s cooler in here than 
outside on the busy street. The candles scattered throughout the sanctuary offer some faint light 
and warmth. The silence is punctuated by the click of cameras and the shuffling of footsteps. We 
walk slowly through the rickety pews, and catch sight of a hymnal resting on one of the benches. 
Maybe it was left there by a young child who did not fully understand why her parents brought 
her in here. But years later, those early impressions might very well be enough to guide her back 
to the Wonder dwelling in the tabernacle. Ah, the tabernacle! We look up to the altar, and see a 
tiny flicker of red light: the Lord is here. Everything about this place points back to the reality of 
His enduring presence – the stained glass windows, relics, statues, old hymnals. These are not 
invitations to return to the 14th century, but rather an appeal to return to Him. We pause before 
the simplicity and majesty of it all. Before we exit the doors, we take one last look at the font 
near the front of the church. The stone and water intone one last song before we leave, and with 
startling clarity, we are reminded that the scourge of sin has been overturned by Christ, and we 
shall be old no more.  
 

Because children have abounding vitality, because they are in spirit fierce and free, 
therefore they want things repeated and unchanged. They always say, "Do it again"; and 
the grown-up person does it again until he is nearly dead. For grown-up people are not 
strong enough to exult in monotony. But perhaps God is strong enough to exult in 
monotony. It is possible that God says every morning, "Do it again" to the sun; and every 
evening, "Do it again" to the moon. It may not be automatic necessity that makes all 



daisies alike; it may be that God makes every daisy separately, but has never got tired of 
making them. It may be that He has the eternal appetite of infancy; for we have sinned 
and grown old, and our Father is younger than we.81 
~ G.K. Chesterton 
 

* * * 
 
Where has the Lord been doing something new in my life recently? Am I truly open to the 
showering of graces that He bestows upon us? In what ways have I grown old, but without 
growing wiser or kinder? Is Christ the true Cornerstone of my life?  
 
Impart Your blessings on this day, O Lord, High Priest of Your Church and of my heart! I 
have “tasted that the Lord is good,” (1 Pt. 2:3) and this first taste has awakened in me a 
yearning to learn more about the ways of Your goodness. Lord, do not allow me to live as a 
half-built cathedral. Let the edifice of my life stand tall and beautiful amidst the ruins!  
  



XXV 
 

He also said to the crowds, “When you see [a] cloud rising in the west you say 
immediately that it is going to rain – and so it does; and when you notice that the wind is 
blowing from the south you say that it is going to be hot – and so it is. You hypocrites! You know 
how to interpret the appearance of the earth and the sky; why do you not know how to interpret 
the present time? 
~ Luke 12:54-56 
 
 
Bells and Parachutes 
You told me four signs 
and I recalled only a half of one. 
You gave me those lines 
to memorize but I neglected some. 
Why don't you just find another friend and 
I will stay in my own insignificance, right here; 
What is it you're saying? 
It's noisy all the time 
and the fog is just so thick. 
I've made my mind up, 
I'll make my way, 
no one can hold me too close. 
Love is frightening  
in its own way, especially when it's so close. 
Front and center: 
all that needs a change but 
I have liked the way 
that I've been half-invested in 
easier believing, 
a cozy little refuge from a  
call I've set aside. 
Thank you for the sun 
and thank you for the rain, 
you and I will always have a thing. 
Thank you for your kindness, 
even for your silence, 
all the lessons that I thought I’d never need. 
I've read the stories of 
somebody else's life; 
it's hard to read my own.  
All those walls, 
they fell like dominoes. 
I feel young as well as old. 
It’s quite a long way off 
from where I’m standing. 



Here’s a place at least I know, 
and where I’ve landed now. 
What is it I’m leaving behind? 
It might be better than the things that lie ahead. 
 

* * * 
 

August, 2014.  
 

I had just decided to make a cross-country move, from Boston, Massachusetts to 
Portland, Oregon. It was a leap of faith, but sometimes, leaping through a half-open door is 
easier than trying to push through a door that’s been closed. I had spent enough time with my 
shoulder pressed against a certain door; it was clear that the time had come to walk away. With 
this recent decision still occupying much of my thoughts, I was making my way to Sunday Mass 
when, suddenly, my attention was pulled upwards, to an object falling through the sky. The 
object happened to be a person jumping from a helicopter. I’d never seen anyone go into a free-
fall like that, and it was fascinating and a little terrifying to watch. After a few moments of 
falling, the parachute burst open, and the skydiver continued gracefully on his way, out of sight. 
Just as he slid out of my field of vision, the church bells began to ring out their invitation to 
Mass. A surprising link arose in my mind, connecting the skydiver with my walk to Mass: both, 
in their own way, involved an act of faith. He, with the parachute, and I, with the bells. And if I 
had any lingering doubts about my decision to move across the country, those reservations were 
tenderly brushed away in the mercy of that single moment.  
 

The Letter to the Hebrews tells us that “faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the 
conviction of things not seen.” (11:1) The skydiver could not yet see where he was going to land, 
but he knew his parachute would get him there safely. Likewise, the Lord does not let us drift 
along aimlessly through life without the “parachute” of His divine assistance. We have, first and 
foremost, the sacraments; the “efficacious signs of grace, instituted by Christ and entrusted to the 
Church, by which divine life is dispensed to us.”82 The word “efficacious” can look a bit dull at 
first, like a word that one might memorize for a spelling bee…but this is actually a tremendously 
exciting – and significant – reality to consider. Starting with baptism, we are given increasingly 
active roles and gifts in the drama of salvation history, where powers and principalities are 
constantly at play – or at war. How generous our Lord is! He is not hindered by trivial 
conventionalities such as time and space; in a sense, He breaks the rules by allowing His divine 
graces to intersect with our everyday activities, thus actually creating new rules for living. How 
efficacious indeed! And He hardly stops there, for through the gift of His sacraments, He has 
fashioned us into signs of grace, appointed to bring the light of faith to those places and people 
that thirst for reminders of God’s unwavering goodness. In this way, we begin to live 
prophetically.  

 
A prophetic life? Is that not for just a few people, who have been graced with visions or 

extraordinary charisms, such as speaking in tongues or healing? Our baptismal promises would 
say otherwise, for all those who are “incorporated in Christ through baptism…become sharers in 
Christ’s priestly, prophetic, and royal office in their own manner.”83 Prophets are not just 
“insiders,” with special access to crucial information. You won’t find them only in the higher 



ecclesiastical roles. They live down the street from you, and we all go to the same grocery stores 
and gyms. We have all the “insider information” that we require: namely, that we must stay close 
to Christ – in His sacraments and in prayer – so as to stay one step ahead of the evil one, who has 
laid traps for us everywhere, seeking our misfortune. (Ps. 38:13) To live this way often involves 
living as a contradiction to the prevailing notions of our culture (remember what Simeon said in 
the temple?) Living prophetically begins with telling the truth. Telling the truth even if everyone 
around you is saying exactly the opposite. Of course, we should always strive to speak the truth 
in love, but even a truth spoken in love can be poorly received, and we should ask for the grace 
to prepare for that possibility. Even if rejection or indifference confronts us at every turn, there is 
no doubt that the world is aching for conversion, and a key way we can assist in that work is to 
embrace the prophetic calling we each received by virtue of our baptism. In faith, we can follow 
the signs to Christ, to each other, and to peace in our world.  
 

Let them not hide this their hope then, in the depths of their hearts, but rather express it 
through the structure of their secular lives in continual conversion and in the wrestling 
“against the world rulers of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of iniquity.”84 

 
So when it comes to this prophetic life, we are invited to live as beacons of Christ’s 

presence in the world, and to learn how to read the signs around us, as well. And sometimes, a 
sign can quite literally come to us in the form of a sign – that is, as a piece of paper, taped to the 
door. I learned this lesson when, in the course of my own decision-making, I happened upon an 
event poster displayed on a church door. It advertised a presentation on the topic of St. Teresa of 
Avila and (of all things!) decision-making. It was to take place that very evening. I was 
convinced that it was a signal from God, and that if I could only attend this fortuitously 
scheduled presentation, then I would be equipped to make the best possible choice regarding my 
future. There was a catch, though: the event was happening just outside of town, and it was not 
easy to reach by way of public transportation. I spent the next few hours exhausting every option, 
but in the end, I could not secure a ride to the venue. I was disappointed; I’d never hear what St. 
Teresa of Avila had to say about decision-making. My knee-jerk conclusion was that the sign on 
the door was just a piece of paper after all, and Providence had taken a wrong turn somewhere. 
But as the disappointment subsided, it gave way to the gentle realization that perhaps our Lord 
didn’t think the best course of action was for me to attend a lecture and watch a slideshow. 
Maybe He just wanted me to read an actual sign, and take that as a hint to entrust my 
discernment to Him and to enlist the help of His angels and saints, as I moved ahead with my 
decision. It might not have been the elegant scenario that I’d been wishing for, but it still got the 
job done. A few days later – and after a few prayers to the holy woman from Avila – I decided to 
relocate across the country.   

 
The Lord GOD has given me 
a well-trained tongue, 
That I might know how to answer the weary 
a word that will waken them. 
Morning after morning 
he wakens my ear to hear as disciples do; 
The Lord GOD opened my ear; 
I did not refuse, 



did not turn away. 
(Is 50:4-5) 

 
The Lord desires to leave no daughter or son unattended, especially in their hour of need. 

Thus, the Spirit of the Risen One is constantly on the move, hastening through the world, like a 
river rushing toward a town beset by drought and famine. Oh, that we should move with such 
swiftness and confidence! Follow the song of the bells and trust that the parachute will open. 
Follow the signs and believe that you are being led by the hand of grace. The Lord knows both 
your need and where you are needed, and will give you a place to land; and it is from there that 
you will glorify His name, testifying to the truth. Yes, there is no doubt (even if it may feel 
uncertain to you now) that your faith and gifts are required at this particular juncture in history. 
But there is an element to the prophetic life that belongs also to a reality beyond the limits of the 
here and now: to live prophetically is to observe the scene as the Author does, in our own small 
way. We can view our surroundings with the eyes of Christ, and see how certain dots connect.  
 

Certain dots…not all of them, of course, and even then, it can be hard to trace lines 
between them. Truth be told, connecting dots has not always been mankind’s strongest trait. 
Even in fiction, we observe this regrettable tendency to misread the signs of the times, even 
when there is help of a more supernatural order. For instance, in The Lord of the Rings, there is a 
magical device called a palantir. These are the powerful “seeing stones” scattered across Middle 
Earth, which allowed the user to communicate across distances and to glimpse at events from far 
away. Unfortunately, most of these stones have a corresponding ill-fated story: some were lost in 
battle or destruction. And in the case of Denethor, the Steward of Gondor, what began with an 
earnest desire to grow in wisdom and knowledge via the palantir ended in a tragic descent into 
despair. 
 

As steward, Denethor was entrusted with the task of preparing his people for “the return 
of the king.” Denethor’s responsibilities were already heavy, but the evil seeping out of enemy 
territory only added to this weight. He lost his favorite son, Boromir, which left the relationship 
with his younger son, Faramir, even more fractured than before. And so it was in this 
disconsolate state of mind that Denethor was turning to the palantir. But he was not aware of 
how the evil Sauron had manipulated the seeing-stone in such a way that Denethor was 
essentially deceived into hopelessness. He allowed the designs of the enemy to fill him up, 
leaving no room for hope or courage. Over time, the prospect of the “returning king” began to 
twist into all the wrong shapes of jealousy and resentment, and Denethor’s attitude toward his 
kingdom was becoming increasingly possessive, as if only he had the power to determine its 
future.  
 

But if salvation history has shown us anything, it is that the presumed trajectory of events 
can be gloriously interrupted. And the same goes for the trajectory of the human soul. It’s an 
excellent thing that God’s mercy doesn’t conform to our own assumptions, since we sometimes 
behave as though He has simply stopped working in the lives of certain people (generally the 
people we find most difficult to love or forgive). True wisdom tells us – even if it is little more 
than a single whisper in the overwhelming noise or bitterness that engulfs us – that God has not 
finished His work. There is still a chance that your worst enemy will come knocking at your 
door, seeking reconciliation. And we must welcome that possibility with open arms, even if we 



think it highly unlikely. It is no wonder, then, that wisdom has traditionally been understood as 
the spiritual gift that perfects the virtue of charity. It keeps us mindful of what should come first 
in the order of our desires, and of where we need to let go. We can recall how legend tells us that 
one could still see the image of Denethor’s hands burned into the palantir; a grim reminder of 
what happens when we try to hold on too tightly onto visions of what may happen, instead of 
remaining open to the surprising turns of mercy and divine Providence.   
 

For even the very wise cannot see all ends.85 
 

What would Denethor’s palantir show us today?  It would show us the wounds left 
behind in a culture of death. It would give us visions of new wars breaking out weekly, 
somewhere in the world. It would reveal scenes of moral degradation and poisoned politics. But 
something will start to happen to us if we keep our eyes fixed exclusively on these realities, and 
indeed, I’ve already noticed a strange subculture – even among Catholics – which seems to 
thrive on the reportage of sin and evil in our world today. I would not suggest avoiding the news, 
since it’s not a bad thing to remain aware of current events (not least of all because such 
awareness should prompt us to pray). But I’ve been surprised to come across a number of 
discussions and publications that are nearly dogmatic in their commentary, serving up a litany of 
rather gloomy predictions. In particular, it makes me wonder how we are to serve as missionaries 
of Christian joy if we believe more deeply, for instance, in the erosion of moral norms than in the 
mercy of Jesus Christ. Denethor believed in the reality of his dark visions more than he trusted in 
the courage of the good peoples of Middle Earth. We must not, above all, become prophets for 
the other side.    
 

As with Denethor, we, too, are called to serve as stewards until the return of the King. 
This requires a readiness to grow in our capacity to be “far-seeing,” to discern the ways of God, 
which are not our ways. To do this, we do not need to turn to a palantir. It is enough to gaze upon 
the Cross and contemplate the empty tomb. This is all we need to know about the future: that it is 
in the hands of the God who has suffered with us and for us, loving us to the end, and beyond; 
eternally beyond, for there is no end to the life that is lived in Christ.  

 
“And the signs which you have learned here will not look at all as you expect them to 
look, when you meet them there. That is why it is so important to know them by heart and 
pay no attention to appearances. Remember the signs and believe the signs. Nothing else 
matters . . .”86 
~ C.S. Lewis 

 
* * * 

 
We hear in the Catechism that the “true apostle is on the lookout for occasions of announcing 
Christ by word, either to unbelievers…or to the faithful.”87 Am I “on the lookout” for such 
occasions? Do I believe that I have a particular role to play in the conversion of the world? What 
gifts can I offer, as I strive to live out the prophetic dimension of the Christian life?  
 
My Lord and My God! You are the Rescuer of souls in every age and place. Quicken my own 
spirit so that I may more freely and eagerly lead others to Your outstretched hand. Lord, there 



is no doubt that You wish to make Your loving will known to me and to all nations! I throw 
myself into the hands of Your Divine Providence; reveal to me the next soul I should pray for, 
the next step I should take, and the next good thing that I must do.  
  



A Brief Reflection on a Second Birthday  
 
I didn’t always have a Second Birthday.   

 
For the first twenty years of my life, I celebrated one birthday a year, which is, after all, a 

perfectly reasonable standard to follow. Each year, the candles on the cake would faithfully 
represent my new age. I would blow the candles out (usually after a few tries – I blame the 
asthma) and then I would tackle the gifts. But then came my other birthday, and I have not been 
able to blow those candles out, even after all this time, because those flames are made of 
something that could withstand even hurricane force winds. According to this particular birthday 
I am hardly older than thirteen. It’s just beginning of the story, then! So much more to learn and 
do!  

 
I was alone in my dorm room at the start of that first Second birthday. Well, that is 

not exactly true. In fact, I was very much not alone. I don't think I have ever been so not alone in 
my whole life. No, there was a very important Guest at my birthday, and He was to change 
everything. Or perhaps I should say that I was the guest at my very own party, for I knew not 
what to expect. In fact, I didn't even know it would be my birthday. 
 

I cannot remember what day it was, but I know it happened at the height of winter; after 
the 6th of January, but before the 21st. My mind's eye afforded me a rare and quiet moment, and 
in that moment, I opened a Door, an act I have come to understand as an instance of grace-filled 
curiosity. To my unexpected delight, I stumbled upon a roaring fire, most graciously prepared by 
the Host, the Keeper of the Keys of this Door I had so mischievously opened. My Host was 
remarkably kind, especially given that He had been waiting for me for quite some time. And He 
must have known that I loved a good roaring fire. The way the flames scramble higher and 
higher, as though in fast pursuit of some unearthly goodness…but this was no ordinary fire; quite 
unlike the ones I have watched my father prepare in the waning hours of chilly afternoons. 
 

Now, as I still did not know it was going to be my birthday, I cautiously approached this 
intriguing, yet inviting, fire, and found it was much warmer and brighter than anything I had ever 
encountered. Like a hot drink on a winter's evening, a tender and generous Spirit sent an 
inexhaustible heat to the very tips of my fingers and toes. It started in my heart, but soon began 
flowing through my veins, as though the sensation was racing to find enough room to 
accommodate it. I was living something unfamiliar, but there was something also strangely 
familiar that told me I need not be afraid, as though I was in the safe company of a very close old 
friend with whom I had not corresponded in a very long time. I knew it would be foolish to turn 
away (although I was perfectly free to do so). And so I beheld the fire a bit longer. Before I knew 
it, my eyes had turned to waterfalls; tears of an innocent and ancient joy that I had buried 
beneath my Self. I was dancing through my childhood again, those times that were undisturbed 
by the breaking of the world around it. My heart very nearly burst with the explosion of life and 
laughter, and it was Something greater than me that kept this still un-named and un-tamed fervor 
from causing me to shout out my absurd and ecstatic contentment and peace. All my worries and 
doubts positively melted under the heat of this fire. I laughed yet again, this time at my own 
foolishness for having clung so long to what the world had been desperately trying to offer me. 
 



At this point, my most gracious Host introduced Himself. And not only did He introduce 
Himself, but He even went so far as to ask me if He could make a dwelling place within me. 
"Within me?" I asked. Why ever would the Creator of such a Fire want to live inside me? Surely, 
the Maker of the Universe and the Father of Time has more impressive palaces to rest His most 
illustrious feet? I was not convinced (and still sometimes have my doubts) that the same power, 
who, by Speaking into the Void, created a world which so often shakes with such awesome force 
that even the oceans and mountains tremble, why that Power would descend into the depths of 
my often weary and weak soul. But the Host would hear nothing of my objections. What's more, 
He said (in His most gentle, healing whisper), you are my daughter, whom I love. Remarkable! 
What a day! Not only do I get a second birthday, but I am also introduced to a spiritual 
inheritance of which I knew nothing before. I became aware of an impressively long line of 
previously undiscovered ancestors, all of whom, I've since learned, were trying to tell me about 
this Promise all along... 
 

And so it was time to leave my room, and take the party outside. I murmured a few hellos 
on my way to the door, anxious to see how this new (and still slightly odd) birthday gift would 
fare in the World Out There. Down and down the steps…there was still a part of me that 
hesitated, and wanted to retreat back to my little room, where I could carry on gazing wistfully at 
the Fire, in the presence of that most Special Host. But the path ahead called my name, and so I 
stepped out into the sunlight. Actually, I don't remember if it was a sunny day. It could have been 
the rainiest day on record, but as I felt that all the power of the Sun was shining inside me, I 
would not have noticed, nor cared. As far as I was concerned, the sun would never set again... 
 

So I walked down paths that should have felt familiar and saw places and faces that 
should have been carved in my memory. And yet, somehow, it all looked New. I felt as though I 
could reach out and touch even the air itself, invisible as it was, but suddenly pulsating with 
essence and energy. The colors around me blossomed into life and even the unexciting Biology 
Department Building looked like a place I wanted to wander into, as though I might discover 
dragons or treasure there. Instead of wading through a messy collage of vague textures and 
sounds, I was starting to notice how the world around me (including the mundane bits) 
had definition and character. 
 

Each person, each smile, each frown...I was overwhelmed by the sensation that they were 
all part of a majestic and glorious Plan that was unfolding, even in that very moment. But come 
to think of it, it didn’t even feel as though time was functioning in moments anymore, locked 
away in tidy minutes and hours and days. Time had burst from its prison, and I was suspended 
there, somewhere between this life and the next, this world and the world to come. At every turn, 
this new view was spectacular, though I am sorry to report that words can provide only a very 
inadequate description. And just as my sense of time had been altered, so was my perception of 
others; I was no longer walking past strangers. I believe my wonderful Host loved them as sons 
and daughters as well. Well, if loving me is any indication of His boundless mercy, then surely 
others are far more deserving of His affections.... 
 

After an hour or so of wandering around, smiling goofily at people and inanimate objects, 
I returned home, where it had all started. Curiously enough, the feeling of warmth and 
excitement had not dwindled in the slightest during my little stroll. It was as though I had never 



actually left home, and that it was following me around like a stubborn, but most charming, 
shadow. I sat down in my chair, and if I had been any wiser, I would have shouted my thanks to 
the heavens. 
 

And there we have it. A most unusual turn of events. I wasn't even looking for a second 
birthday, but it was certainly looking for me. It was nothing I expected but far more than I had 
hoped for. I began to believe, in a new way, in those Good things that we imagine and hear 
about, even if it's only in soft-spoken rumors or whispers in a crowd. Nothing about that day was 
thunderous; I do not recall hearing any trumpets. If anything, it was as though God had invited 
me over for tea, and we conversed in front of a blazing fireplace. And as I was being happily 
overwhelmed, that strong and pure Fire gracefully seized the opportunity to break into my 
stubborn heart, in order to reveal to me, even if it was but for a short while, the true Center of the 
Universe. And it was not I.  

 
If (as I sometimes deceive myself into believing) I had been that all-knowing center, 

nothing about that exquisite January day would have been able to surprise me at all. And the 
surprise was one of the best bits. And I do wish there were more second birthdays to celebrate; 
that's an awful lot more cake to share.   



A Lyrical Epilogue 
 
Where to from here 
Born again, lost again, when does it stop,  
a train that can’t find its way home. 
And all of your songs they insist that I’m strong,  
but fail where they try to console. 
I was looking for some good distraction  
to keep me away from a holy reaction. 
Why so secret, your sacred hill to climb? 
An adage away from the end of the race,  
but why does it feel like a start? 
A dusty old book with its pages so sharp  
piercing right through to the heart 
And all the while you were taking a lover  
and lighting a candle and thinking it over. 
Why so secret, your sacred count of time? 
What does it mean to be right only relatively? 
I’ve been trying so hard to raise my voice. 
What does it mean to say: best just to walk your way. 
Livin’ every day on this part-time joy. 
All the laws we broke just to get here;  
is it nice here, though we fight here? 
All because of some inclination  
too impatient for elation of a fleeting kind. 
I have a list of a hundred ways that I could be perfectly fine. 
A remedy made for the ache in my heart was sold to me cheap at the time. 
Now the cost of a splendid illusion  
is leaving me spinning and rich in confusion. 
But this faint light has saved my wondering mind.  
 
Ever afters 
There's something 'bout a way out 
when it's lonely and the fire's down. 
There's something 'bout a smile 
when there's reason just to cry. 
There's something 'bout the presence  
of another when the night's long. 
There's nothing like forgiveness 
when you know it's been a while. 
And who put forever 
in our hearts and our stories? 
And who dared to tell us 
it's all right? 
And who said that always  
wasn't quite so hard? 



And who gave us happy ever afters? 
And maybe I've been dancing 
'round the chances I've been given. 
And I've heard the best of  
is the rest of your life. 
There's something 'bout words and 
quiet moments make them real. 
I'll laugh along the way, 
for the good days yet to come. 
 
Arda’s Song 
Caught up and swept up in joy's swift embraces; 
the earth ever moves,  
the earth ever moves 
under her feet as she stays to the beat of 
an ancient tune. 
And Arda's Song is the echo, 
the source of the light in her eyes. 
And Arda's Song is the reason 
for her mere delight in life. 
Oldest in wisdom and youngest in laughter, 
they're one and the same, 
they're one and the same. 
Taste of the grace that envisions the places 
from where we've come. 
So when the tide reaches the time 
when all is said, 
when all is said; 
Move to the door where you'll see 
more is there than you thought before. 
Something of morning remains in her voice 
as she speaks of her dreams, 
she speaks of her dreams. 
"Farewell, for all's well!" she cries to the evening, 
and takes her leave. 
 
Garden of Grace 
I've kept You waiting, 
kept You waiting on Your knee. 
But You've been so patient and so kind 
as I'm making up my mind. 
And I take the long way  
to the good way back to You. 
And I, I'll have bad days  
to the best days in You. 
And are we getting any younger, I wonder, 



if all that we say we should do is true, 
maybe all the reason's deep in You. 
I just imagine what it would be 
to live a moment by Your side. 
And then, You remind me: 
You're inside me 
in Your garden of grace. 
And am I getting any closer to knowing 
if all that is You is what I need, 
it could be, maybe all the reason's deep in me. 
 
January 
So I feel safe here,  
maybe that's why I run here.  
I feel close to the Source here  
and I know where I belong.  
Because I feel known here,  
is it that Someone lives here?  
I feel close to the flame here  
and I know that it's my song.  
I can't imagine what it's like to be lonely with You.  
And even if I tried, I could only rely on myself.  
and myself, it never seems enough.  
And I've got my reasons if you see me smile.  
I want to know why the world is as dark as some make it out to be.  
But all of these people;  
maybe I try too hard?  
I want to know how to get rid of all of the time that I spent looking out for me.  
And I'm drifting from here,  
I can sense all the changes.  
I want to know how to heal the pain  
but not run away from the world.  
 
Two Suitcases 
How does it rain when the sun is out? 
How does it rain when the fire is strong? 
How can I question and how can I doubt 
when all is all right? 
How do you smile when the clouds come back? 
And how do you look like you're always about to laugh? 
How do you manage to tell from afar 
that I am so far? 
And sometimes I wonder 
do I simplify? 
And would it better 
if I just remembered to cry? 
Sometimes I listen, 



there are times that I don't. 
I wanted to figure it out on my own. 
And how should it feel when the world won't reply? 
But since when did answers come crashing from the sky? 
And Your love is moments, 
mere inches away, 
I think I'll take a chance and stay. 
 
All this time 
It's only because I love you  
I say the things I do.  
But more than this, it's only this, 
I'm sorry. 
A cry or two won't matter 
if you are not content, 
but deeper down 
I hear the sounds of heaven. 
Can you hear me pray for you tonight? 
I'm really not so far. 
I'm telling at the top of my lungs 
I've loved you all along.  
I'll tell you that you matter 
more than gold or pride. 
And that it's not a question of who's right. 
And if there are ever shadows  
of doubt that cross your mind,  
remember this: 
I've loved you all this time.  
And so it's not exactly 
what we had in mind. 
But you and I, 
we'll share a sigh and move on. 
I wish that I could tell you 
just what you want to hear. 
But you and I both know 
the flame that we keep near.  
 
The Dreamer’s Turn 
She fought a dozen wars 
all before the break of day. 
Three angels kept her company, 
and whispered their good ways. 
And then the dawn would sing 
of the wonders the light would bring. 
Drawn from her slumber suddenly, 
her sight restored by a king. 



Set sail, let in the tale, 
that new lands are waiting, 
dearer than the home you left behind. 
And each sign, you will find, 
tells how the truth will surprise. 
Subject to whims and wind, 
we scatter our hymns of praise. 
Not ceasing to seek out the one, 
the one who says he'll save. 
One day all this shall end, 
and before that gate we’ll stand. 
She hopes his mighty laughter 
draws her in by the hand. 
 
How the light catches 
You look so tired up there alone. 
May I come closer and touch Your throne? 
May I stand here ‘til morning, to see it all done? 
May I tell the whole world You've already won? 
You looked in my eyes and said what You found; 
I stole a glance at Your woven crown. 
I wonder: You and I only; it doesn't seem fair. 
Could I tell the whole world and bring them here? 
It's not about the right words 
said at all the right times, 
waiting for the light to catch 
so perfectly around me. 
It's all about the small things, 
looking for the high King, 
seeing what the morning brings, 
in hope they recognize You. 
I dragged my feet here through miles and miles of rain. 
Could I have come here without this pain? 
Tell me, is halfway something, 
or did You want everything? 
Since I could see my whole life changing. 
 
The Last Horizon 
I remember like it happened yesterday, 
the light, it was golden and low. 
I recall how the breeze was calling out, 
calling my name, it was calling my name. 
And one day you'll know, 
when the wind bears you home 
to the land where the sea the meets the sun. 
Until then, I'm sure that there's more to the world 



past the edge of the last horizon. 
The very air filled with a thousand good dreams, 
and evening came sweetly. 
A vision of water lay far ahead, 
where it touched the sky. 
The ground was so soft and a perfect green, 
and that's where we met him. 
He said that we'd no longer pass this way, 
and so remember it all by another name. 
 
Don’t look down 
I heard you scraped your knee again on thoughts of rock. 
You'll see they're not so innocent, 
those creeds without a cost. 
You can be sure of one thing: 
I won't let you go. 
If you'll just promise one thing before you go: 
Don't look down, it's too far, 
just keep a safe hold on my hand. 
Keep looking up, 
so you'll see the light crash through those clouds at last, 
don't look down. 
I hear you spoke your mind again, 
an arrow, to be sure. 
Did they just smile and ask to be friends, 
or did they show you the door? 
You could have been that someone  
to save the day, 
but something older told you to walk away. 
Don't let the sad sound strike the chord of your joy. 
If I could let you in on one thing 
I love it more when you sing that song, 
when you smile that smile, 
when you laugh that laugh, 
when you say that all good things last, 
when you trust me. 
I know you and I have met before, do you recall? 
Others may say whatever they want, but their truth is so small. 
You can be sure of one thing: 
I won't let you go. 
If you'll just promise one thing, before you go… 
 
On the Hill 
I heard this news today, 
the man who taught me all the splendor of the stars 
had quietly gone away, 



with the sweetest sigh, 
a life in its three part symphony. 
This wait is so long, so long, 
almost enough to fool me into thinking: 
this end is so wrong, so wrong, 
still not enough to draw the lines 
from the sidelines. 
Our backs against the wall, 
amid the shouts of false compassion, 
all their lines are so cheap but sound so fine. 
All the while they try to convince me 
parading all their fake and fancy lives in front of me.   
All the green lights never taken, 
all the sunlight never shaken  
from the edges of the shadows 
that cling to evening; 
Let the Maker call his daughter 
from the road 
that has brought her this far. 
There’s still delight in this love. 
See the light in our love. 
Don’t steal the light from our love. 
 
Juliette 
The sound of water always lulled her to sleep,  
like the gentlest waves you could imagine.  
And she dreamed all of the purest dreams  
untouched by the madness outside her.  
And one day when the storm broke,  
the ocean spoke no more.  
And all the dreams ended there,  
inside where,  
alas, there was  
a dreamer alive there.  
The sound of conversation stirred her awake,  
with all the comfort of a long awaited embrace.  
But they were only words deciding her fate  
without her thoughts and her perspective.  
And one day when the storm ends  
our knees will bend for the unnamed.  
And is it freedom on display  
as some say,  
or gone astray,  
replacing the day with evening.  
"With all the emptiness locked inside  
maybe this thing will satisfy.  



With all the unwritten lullabies,  
maybe this love will sanctify." 
 
Younger than Wise 
I don’t know the first thing about so many things, 
I’m waiting for wise. 
I don’t know the best way to spend all your free days, 
I’m younger than wise. 
But I know that you should never be mean to 
all the people who seem to 
get under your skin and never let go. 
I know a thing or two about saying sorry, 
all my education comes from 
saying it too few times. 
And I know that you should never agree to 
anything that you’ll be sorry for 
in just an hour, and more than a year.  
And every time that you think that you’re lonely, 
you’ll see that you’re only a phone call away 
from the soul who can say 
that their world is a different place with you in it; 
lighting it up from the inside. 
But all that I do know, 
I really should owe  
to the ones who said 
I could pick the mat up and walk. 
And all of the artists composing complexities, 
I can see now: 
are the same ones taking their place  
on the boat next to me. 
So I sold a plot or two of my heart 
with the hope of a part 
in a certain play intended for two. 
I might be wrong if I’d said in a song 
how we didn’t get along at the first, 
because it worked over time 
as we learned all our lines 
from the pages and pages of days spent together. 
We figured it out from the inside. 
 
A side of honest 
I could stay within this moment for days. 
Inside its name: 
a hymn to all the brave. 
Let me call him Father freely. 
As nights linger, a girl must believe 



in anything that’s stronger, 
anything other than me. 
And I remain Somebody’s highest concern. 
The tide may change, 
but still the psalm is heard. 
Delight takes me, turns all inside out. 
With eyes open, and hardly a sound - 
Everything is silent, 
as He was just looking at me.  
Taken in, they’re so polite, 
in their shining robes of very pretty lies. 
Uniforms of strange deceit, 
and stranger countries they’ve wanted me to see. 
One day, spells break and walls do come down. 
Head bowed, hands reach for the rose on the ground – 
A symbol that it’s alright. 
And I remain Somebody’s highest concern. 
The tide may change, 
But still the psalm is heard. 
 
Lullaby for Cecilia 
Kept at the window by some simple sight. 
Her hands are so little, but open and free, 
waiting to be the ways that He’s writing His name 
on the world. 
As years go by, 
my dear, you’ll find 
that you have never spoken 
to anyone ordinary. 
See the very heart of the Son 
in the heart of the one you meet.   
All of your laughter, and each of your sighs, 
and every teardrop is making you whole, 
shaping your soul, 
a canvas on which He will paint. 
And all the stories you loved, 
they won’t end. 
And all of your playtime, 
it was never pretend. 
Never imagine that you are alone. 
Ever the loveliest sight: 
this, your home. 
 
Lullaby for Isabella 
Morning is written in your smile, 
a treasure so small and yet see how all 



the stars in their thrones in the sky up above 
shine to be seen by your eyes so bright. 
Gold in the earth, I am sure that it’s worth  
plenty to some, 
but still I find: 
lovelier still is your laugh in my ears 
after the tears that will come from time to time. 
Wonder is written in your eyes, 
stolen away only when you are sleeping. 
But even in slumber, the world is awake, 
awaiting your generous welcome when you rise. 
Sailing the sea of these tired days, 
why, I could rest right here. 
Walking among all these passing things, 
yet love still has a way of singing 
louder than the waves upon the shore.   
Night is a gift in its own way, 
a chance to let go and remember your Maker. 
But should you awake from a dream or a fright, 
know that you’ll find me there by your side.   
 
Lullaby for Maelle 
Sweet Maelle, I carry the sound of your laughter inside. 
The warmth around your smile lights up the coldest night. 
Sweet Maelle, I tell you every day I pray 
that you would see how this world has so many wondrous ways. 
And though an ocean may lie between 
remember that love is still wider. 
A song may echo across the sea 
and angels will carry it Home. 
Sweet Maelle, at sunrise, you and I wake up with hope 
that our Mother Mary holds us both so close. 
Sweet Maelle, did you know that 
if you look up tonight, 
we can see all the same stars painted across the sky? 
Sweet Maelle, I tell you,  
even though we say goodbye, 
remember love is singing just like a lullaby. 
 
Stay for Tea 
Always the last to know these things, 
a walking lost cause. 
And ever-forgetful of these wings, 
and heaven’s good laws. 
Come down this hill with me, 
come where you belong. 



Come while you remember me, 
before I am gone. 
Always the first to slow it down, 
a dreamer’s demise. 
But always a laugh away from hope, 
a thought and a rhyme. 
Call out from your empty well, 
climb out by His hand. 
Called out from the place you fell, 
fear not where you stand. 
All I ever wanted! 
Show me a wiser reason. 
Draw me a better plan than this. 
And often the lonely ones can tell 
we’re never alone, 
safe from a lie that tries to sell an alternate home. 
Come down this hill with me, 
come where you belong. 
Come while you remember me, 
before I am gone.   
 
The Herald 
Silent is this night, 
holy is this hour, 
quiet is my heart for the first time. 
An unspoken meaning 
fills up my mind, 
as I take a deep breath now. 
And I saw them laughing  
so loud that the stars nearly fell from the sky  
but the one that remained through the night was alive  
with the light that was home in His eyes. 
And I heard them singing 
a song that I’d heard long before I had learned 
how the world often turns to a tune that refuses to let the joy in. 
Oh, let the joy in! 
And they may doubt these words, 
and they may doubt these visions, 
but they can’t take away  
what I wait for. 
And some of them wonder: 
am I feeling alright? 
And whatever happened that night? 
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