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Note to Facilitators

Down to Earth

These notes are summarized in Pointers for Participants 21.
Please read these comments BEFORE the session.

Peace, Justice and Joy; the fruits of Holiness

Be perfectly in mercy, complete in compassion like the Holy One who created you!
Compassion and justice are companions, not choices.

Luke 6: 36 (adapted)
William Sloane Coffin

Radical Holiness

The important thing is not ‘to be correct.’ The important thing is ‘to be connected.’
Richard Rohr
In the Gospels, Jesus announces a holiness so different from the religious and cultural understandings
of his (and our) own time. This expansive holiness goes far deeper and wider than having the right
ideas, abiding by appropriate religious etiquette, or amassing social accomplishments. The holiness
Jesus embodies is N O T an invitation for us to protect ourselves from those places and faces that society
deems unclean. Nor is he asking us to be piously aloof or fastidious. Instead, the Gospels provoke (call
out of us) a complete, “holy love.” In this way, holiness comes to mean an all-inclusive loving embrace
of life— a full-hearted reconciling, healing, blessed love of: enemy, stranger, outcast, sinner, antagonist,
perpetrator (including all of these within ourselves). This is the holy life we are to embrace and embody
together. Such holiness is neither easy, nor can it be individualized. It is not a sterile purity, but an earthy
holiness with a clear “out-look,” a transformative purpose. It draws us down into the muck of life, to get
our hands dirty with the holy tasks of peacemaking, lifting up of all that has been put down or cast aside.
This healing work is a calling worthy of our sacred heritage as children of the Holy One.

“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.”

Such a blessing flies in the face of our world in which so much violence is inflicted in the name of
justice and with the claim of God’s will. While our well-armed, security-driven society presumes that
violence is inevitable and at times necessary, Jesus clearly indicates that neither Zealots, nor Crusaders,
nor terrorists, nor any other kind of “holy warrior” can lay claim to God’s (joyful) heart or God’s (just)
design. The fundamental inhumanity of violence (in our actions, in our words, in our thoughts, and in our
systems) reflects OUR failure to love. And the children of the Holy One belong to a peaceable reign.
They have already given their lives over to the reconciling tasks of redeeming and restoring what has
been violated and reduced to rubble. SHALOM is another word for God!
Isaiah 58: 12
You shall be called the repairer of the breach, the restorer of streets to live in.

How do justice and joy coincide?

Any child can tell you there is NO joy in destroying or tearing apart! When we look at life only in
the negative, we focus on the darkness of life’s insufficiencies, needless suffering, as well as our
inconsistencies, omissions and paralyzing regrets. This makes us experts on the violations of injustice.
Equally, when we try to disregard these “dark matters,” we end up running away from the very source
of joyful liberation. And, the “Lone Ranger” who takes on injustice single-handedly, inevitably meets

with bitterness, as the world fails to live up to expectations. Loneliness and disappointment chase
away the possibility of joy.
I will leave in the midst of you a people humble and lowly.
Zephaniah 3: 12
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Many Dimensions of Holiness

Down to Earth

Holy, Holy, Holy… 		

God of all the Universe…

Holy-Other…

&

Wholly-Transparent…

Holy-Complete…

&

Wholly-Hungry… 			

Holy-Beyond…

&

Wholly-Intimate…

Holy-Simple…		

&

Wholly-Mysterious… 		

Holy-Reverent…

&

Wholly-Fragile…

Holy-Sacred…		

&

Wholly-Humble…

Holy-Different…

&

Wholly-Mundane…

Holy-Longing…

&

Wholly-Broken…			

Holy-Persecuted…

&

Wholly-Pure…

Holy, Holy, Holy… 		

		

God’s Holy People.

Wholly Together…

at last!

When we allow for God’s breakthrough—in wonder and awe, forgiveness and friendship, tenderness and
compassion, tears and laughter, community and togetherness—this Holy Spirit casts the world in a different
light. For sure there is pervasive injustice and deep, dark violence. Evil is real, but so too is love. In
community and in communion, there is also hope, healing, a new day, life, reconciliation, and the
promising possibility of restoration in all our relationships.
In the end, the gravity of justice and the lightness of joy are intertwined. They coincide when we give up
the pursuit of pleasure and rightness, to be engaged with others in the struggles, dreams celebrations and
transformation of God’s people. If the fruit of Gospel justice is relationships, righted and restored, then joy
is the sweet nectar of faithful community. (How sweet it is!... Psalm 133.)

May we NOT stand for violence any more!

In her Bearings letter, Cory Lockhart candidly describes her struggles as a member of a Christian
Peacemaker Team in Hebron, Palestine. She bears personal witness to institutional brutality and its affects
on all sides as she seeks to respond to the Gospel demand to stand up for peace in a world of conflict.
Peacemaking is her spiritual practice. Her tone is passionate and provocative as she describes realities
often unreported. Tragically, checkpoints, suicide bombings, occupation, and terrorism are part of daily
life in Israel-Palestine, as well as other parts of our world. Since we all share some level of complicity and
responsibility in these global violent struggles, these stories can be difficult to hear. Encourage people to
let themselves be provoked (called out) as they listen to the pained voices of persecuted people.

Final Bearings

The Bearings letter to be read at the Commissioning Day, was written by Franciscan author and
peacemaker Fr. Joe Nangle. Time has also been allocated, on this day, for the final Personal Bearings
Presentations by 2 members of your group. Be sure to remind those who may have signed up to present
their letters on this date. If you have already completed the sharing of Personal Bearings letters, you will
have the option of reading one of the supplemental Bearings Letters provided for the Commissioning
and/ or Reunion days.
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“From Prayerful Listening to Committed Discipleship”

Down to Earth

This short essay by Fr. Tony Gittins was commissioned to bridge the beginning with the ending of the
Engaging Spirituality process. It is designed to be an additional resource for group discernment. Make
one copy for each participant. You will be prompted to distribute these at the end of the session. Instruct
everyone to take time BEFORE the Commissioning Day to read this short essay and reflect on the
discernment questions.

Commissioning Day

The final “official” gathering of your Engaging Spirituality group is a 6-hour (9AM - 3PM) day of reflection
and prayerful review. The last hour (2PM - 3PM) involves the presence of family members. Encourage
participants to invite one or two guests. This could include parents, children, a spouse, siblings, close
friends, a mentor, partner or loved one. These guests will widen the circle of blessing and hear testimony
from the group. As you consider the possibility of doubling the size of your group, you may need to
consider looking for a larger space for the commissioning day.

Earthen Vessels

At the end of this session you will be gathering up the broken pottery shards. Following this session
you will need to attempt to rebuild the clay pot, gluing together all the shards you can collect. This
symbol is featured prominently during the commissioning day.

S e s s i o n 21 • E n g a g i n g J o y • 2 ½ h r s •
You will need: Copy of Fr. Joe Nangle’s Bearings; the symbolic pillar candle; a small cross; the covenant
cloth; matches; a CD player and reflective music (a song of joy); bible (Matthew 13:24-30); refreshments;
a small bowl with salt and another with active dry yeast; copies of From Prayerful Listening to
Committed Discipleship. Place the symbolic candle on the small table with the bowls of salt and yeast.
Participants need their journals and pens as well as their shards of broken pottery. Invite a group
member to bring ONE quote from the Journal and ONE from a spiritual reading text to share at the
Commissioning Day.

Co-Facilitator Prayerful Preparation

Arrive at least 10 minutes before the group. Set the room (circle of chairs, with one additional Bearings seat;
small central table; symbolic candle and other symbols; covenant cloth; cross; bible; reflective music; music player).
Light the candle. Have reflective music playing. Sit together in silence for 5 minutes.

Silence 			

Silence 			

Silence

Offer a word of blessing to one another or invoke the Holy Spirit, with this prayer:

Spirit of Justice...			
Spirit of Joy…				
Spirit of Jesus…			

Take away all that divides us …
Take hold of our hearts…
Take over our lives.		

		

Centering Meditation (20 minutes)

Set the tone with reflective background music. As they enter, invite people to put everything down and
sit in a receptive posture. When everyone has settled, turn off the music. Alternating voices, invite people
into shared silence with these words:
©
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Centering Meditation cont’d

Down to Earth

					

Slowly

Catch your breath… 				
Calm your body…				
Put your feet firmly on the ground…

Still your mind…
Quiet your soul…
Rest your hands on your lap.

“How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of the messenger who announces peace,
who brings good news, who announces salvation, who says… ‘Your God reigns!’” Isaiah 52: 7
Pause for a full minute.

Silence 			

Silence 			

Silence

Offer his reflection in two voices:

Witness of Justice and Joy

On February 15th 2005, Sister Dorothy was visiting the burned-out inhabitants
of the Amazonian village of Esperança (es•per•AN•zah), which means HOPE.

		

Pause

		
		
		

Knowing there was a price on her head,
Dorothy had chosen to stand with the local farmers
in their struggle for human rights.

As she was walking to meet the farmers, two men stepped out of the woods.
She recognized them as the hired guns who’d been bragging they would murder her.
		

Pause

		
		

One of them spoke, “Sister, your work is over.”
She invited them to join her at the meeting.

		

Pause

As she walked on, one of them called her name,
and she turned to see a pistol in his hand.
When Dorothy reached into her bag he asked, “Are you reaching for your weapon?”

Pause

		

Raising her bible Dorothy replied, “THIS is my weapon!”
And she proceeded to read out the Beatitudes.
		

Pause

		

When she reached the words, “Blessed are the peacemakers,”
the gunman fired the first shot.
Standing over her crumpled body he emptied his gun into the back of her head.

		

		
Pause
Earlier Sister Dorothy had written… “My heart screams joy… I have to be with these
people. If it means my life, I want to give my life!”
Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur

Longer Pause
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Centering Meditation cont’d

Down to Earth

From the Dawn Song of the Guaymi (goo•YAH•mee) people of Central America:
		
“Be kind… 			
be kind!
		
Be brave…			
be brave!
		
Be pure… 			
be pure!
		
Be humble as the earth…
and radiant as the sunlight!”
Joyful are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.

Matthew 5: 9

Pick up the Bible and offer this instruction before reading the Gospel passage:

As you receive this Gospel, be mindful of the images that surface.
Read Matthew 13: 24-30

Silence 			
Let them grow together… 		

Centering

Silence 			

Silence

for we cannot grow apart!

Invite people into Centering Prayer. If needed, reiterate the directions:

BE attentive to the sound and rhythm of your breathing.
• SIT comfortably and close your eyes.
• CHOOSE a short sacred word (like Jesus, Mercy, Peace, Love, Listen, Holy…).
• LET this word be the symbol of your intention to receive God’s presence and action.
• SILENTLY introduce this sacred word to welcome God’s presence and action.
• GENTLY return to the sacred word as thoughts arise.
•

Strike the chime to open 10-12 minutes of silence.

Silence 			

Silence 			

Silence

At the end of the prayer period, strike the chime to break the silence. Remain in silence with eyes
closed for a moment.

Bearings Presentation (20 minutes)

The participant responsible for presenting the Bearings letter introduces Cory Lockhart, placing his
picture on the empty chair. After the reading, the presenter returns the letter to the co-facilitators.

Bearings Dialogue – Open Response Mode (20 minutes)
Pause after the reading and final Lectio sharing. Offer this question:
•What

in Cory’s letter challenged or disturbed you?

Open the floor for those who wish to offer ONE heart response to the letter.

Break (15 minutes)

Select a reader to present the next Bearings letter (Fr. Joe Nangle). If possible, match the gender of the
author with the presenter. Give the Bearings letter to the reader. Remind him/her NOT to make additional
copies of the letter, but to come prepared to lead the Bearings process on the Commissioning day.
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Prayerful Listening (60 Minutes)

Down to Earth

Call everyone back to the circle.

Silence 			

Silence 			

Silence

Alternating voices, share A N Y part of this reflection:

Justice AND Joy

C.S. Lewis commented, “Joy is the serious business of heaven.”
			
We could add that justice is the weighty work of earth.

Pause

		

If joy reflects the divine heart...

then justice mirrors the mind, the will of God.

Pause

		

Julian of Norwich reflected,  “The fullness of joy is to behold God in everything”
			
We might add that this too is the beginning of Gospel justice.
Like justice… 		

joy is outgoing—the opposite of withdrawn or inward looking.

Pause

		

Like justice…

joy is unselfconscious—it flows from our depths.

Pause

		

Like justice…

joy affects everyone within our reach.

Pause

		

Like justice…
				

joy belongs to everyone. It cannot be “just for you” unless it is
JUST for everyone.

Pause

		

Like justice… 		
				

if we watch and wait and wade through the sorrows of this life,
joy captures US.

Have you been caught by justice?

Have you been re-adjusted by joy?

Intimate Listening (DYADS) (10 minutes)

Invite participants to divide into groups of two. If you have an uneven number, form one group of
three. Each person takes 5 minutes to respond from the heart to A N Y of these prompts:
•
•

When was the last time you laughed till you cried, or cried till you laughed?
Who has paid the price of peace in your life and what has it cost you to be a reconciler?

Pause and repeat the prompts. Remind everyone to pause before and after each person speaks,
and to practice prayerful listening.

As you call people back to the large group, invite the members of the small groups to express
their gratitude to one another W I T H O U T using words.
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Large Group – Invitational Mode (40 minutes)

Down to Earth

Invite people to take out their broken pottery shards and cradle them in their hands. If you choose, offer
A N Y part of this reflection:

“Time is cluttered with the wreckage of individuals and communities that surrendered
to hatred and violence. WE must follow another way.”

Martin Luther King Jr.

Pause

		

“Few things are as singularly urgent as the need to bring about a better marriage
between contemplation and justice.
The tension that exists between them expresses itself in a variety of ways.

Pause

		

It is the perennial tension between piety and politics,
private morality and social engagement, biblical righteousness and social justice,
your local prayer group and Greenpeace, tenderness and hard action.”

Ron Rolheiser

Offer these prompts for silent reflection:

Considering all that has brought us to this point; the road we have traveled
together; the needs of the world; the demands of the Gospel…
•

		

Where do YOU feel drawn, invited, called to be?

Slowly repeat this final prompt. Open a moment of silence.

Silence 			

Silence 			

Silence

Using mutual invitation, nominate someone with this question:

(Name)…what is in your heart?
After the first person has shared, s/he places his/her pottery shard, on the small table, before nominating
someone else in the circle. (If the invitee is neither ready, nor inclined to share, s/he can decline and nominate
another person.) This process continues until everyone has had the opportunity to share and all the shards
of pottery are on the table. Thank everyone for sharing. Close with these words:

“No journey carries one far unless, as it extends into the world around us,
it goes an equal distance into the world within.” 		
Lillian Smith

Community Business (5 minutes)

A participant shares a quote from the ES Journal and a spiritual reading text. Invite someone to
bring two quotes to the Commissioning Day. Inform people of the date, time and location of the
Commissioning Day. Delegate responsibilities for snacks and meals. Remind everyone to invite one or
two guests (for the closing). Encourage people to continue their personal discernment about next steps.
Refer people to the final Pointers for Participants in preparation for the Commissioning Day.

Meditation (10 minutes)

Invite people into a receptive posture (hands resting on their laps, palms upturned) and ask everyone to
close their eyes and place both feet squarely on the floor.
If you wish, share A L L or A N Y part of this meditation:
©
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Meditation

Down to Earth

cont’d

“To begin with, never mind pleasure. Search out joy.
Pleasure is its shadow, with no more substance than a shadow.
But joy is real, a secret splendor running through all creation.” 		
		

Pause

		

Joy leaks out when we least expect it,

		

quietly through the corners of our mouths and eyes.

Fae Malania

Announcing itself in backslaps and belly laughs,
it also glistens in the tearful glances between lovers.
Have you seen it in the children frolicking at the shanty-town spigot?

Pause

		

Have you listened to it in bird song, or heard it in the beggar’s soul-song
on the subway platform?
Has it enlightened you here, in this circle?
		

Joy is yours, to give-in to, and to give away freely.

		

Longer Pause

“Joy is the infallible sign of the presence of God.”

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin

Instruct people to offer one another this blessing:

Take a few moments and turn to one another.
Take both hands of the person beside you.
Look into his or her eyes and speak the gratitude that is in you.
Have joyful music playing while people are sharing with one another.
Offer these closing comments:

A Challenge for your Practice

There is joy in you that needs to be shared. As you return home, make the commitment
to share your joy with someone who needs to be lightened, loved and laughed with.

Ongoing Discernment

Distribute copies of the essay, From Prayerful Listening to Committed Discipleship.
Invite people to read, reflect and respond to the prompts during the days or weeks before
the Commissioning Day. Invite everyone to link hands and bow their heads.
Close by extending this blessing:
“Be kind… 			
be kind
Be brave…			
be brave
Be pure… 			
be pure
Be humble as the earth…
and radiant as the sunlight.”
Gather the pottery fragments. Before the Commissioning Day attempt to glue them back together.

This concludes the session.
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Down to Earth

Co-facilitator Afterglow (5 Minutes)
When everyone has gone, prayerfully revisit the day together.
• Begin with 3 minutes of silence.
• Let a grateful word surface.
• Offer a word of affirmation to one another.
• Share your response to ANY of these:

I felt the Holy Spirit…
I was stretched or challenged by...
I have learned…

Look ahead to the next session or activity.
©
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Commissioning
Day
Pointers

for

Participants

Between Session 21& the Commissioning
Practical Applications
Prayer

Reflect on the essay ”From Prayerful Listening to Committed
Discipleship” by Anthony Gittins.

Spiritual Reading (Two Texts)

• Modern Spiritual Masters, Writings on Contemplation and
Compassion. Read the final chapters 11 & 12 Henri Nouwen and Dorothy Day (pages 143 - 179).
• Read ONE short reflection EVERY DAY, from
Our Hearts Still Sing, by Peter Millar.

Journal-Keeping

Read and respond to pages 178 - 181.

Spiritual Practice

Blessed are those...persecuted for justice...Rejoice and be glad..! 		
				
Matthew 5: 10-11
Practice “Gazing into Infinity.” Contemplate the smallness of
our lives under the cosmic canopy of a star-scape.
[ES Journal p. 179.]

Outreach Ministry

Find a way to practice gratitude, giving thanks for the people
you have encountered and the ways you have been challenged.

Catalysts for Community

Reflect on these insights BEFORE the Commissioning

Moving Beyond AND Going Deeper

For where two or three are gathered in my name,
I am there among them.
Matthew 18: 20
Engaging Spirituality has set the stage for a continuing
journey. As you opened your heart to the Spirit’s presence
and action, you have broadened your life to include
new practices, patterns, and people. Prayerful listening,
compassionate outreach, intimate sharing, spiritual
reading, bearing witness to injustice, are all important
components of holy, grounded living. These disciplines
also require a context (community) and a compass (mission)
because…
• Without companions and the nourishment we receive by
breaking open our lives together, we cannot hope to remain
faithful to the demands of Gospel living…
• Without a clear focus to lead us out beyond our own needs,
we wander the wasteland at the mercy our own whims and
diversions…
• Without the world’s wounds to hone our hearts’ attention,
life’s wonders also elude us…
• Without committed companions, how can we be accessible
to the consoling-disturbing Spirit, who breaks in where two or
three gather?

To come to an end means to make a new beginning.
Our journey toward holiness does not cease
till we all rest in the heart of God.
We must be still and still moving, Into another intensity
For a further union, a deeper communion…

Preparing for the Commissioning Day

T. S. Eliot

We are sent together into the storms of this world, to be still AND
still moving. Walking together as part of a Beloved Community, is one
way to understand what it means to enter God’s Realm. Bonded
by the Holy Spirit, we are sent out together, to BE community
catalysts that coax broader-deeper communion into being. This
shared journey into holiness has two centers of gravity:
• SUPPORT (Intimacy): A COMMUNITY of people
with whom we share “the bread of our lives.”
• CHALLENGE (Impetus): A MISSION that gives
direction and focus to our caring presence. Both poles are
essential for the Spirit to freely work through us and act upon us.

What is “God’s heart’s desire” for me, for us, for this world?
How are our lives aligned with that divine longing?

Rooted in Scripture

?

1 Kings 19: 11 - 13 & Acts 2: 1 - 8

From Elijah’s cave, to the upper room,
how has the breath, the fire, the voice 		
of the Holy Spirit found you?

STILL in the STORM
Visit the Engaging Spirituality blog: http://stillinthestorm.wordpress.com/
For Engaging Spirituality participants only.
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BEARINGS Letter

Fr. Joseph Nangle OFM

Bearings Letter

To be read aloud at the Commissioning Day

Directions
To be read aloud to participants
of Engaging Spirituality.
This material is copyrighted.
Print ONE copy of this document.
Do NOT forward or make
additional copies.
Detach and retain this cover page
so the co-facilitator can mail the
Thank You Note to this address:
Fr. Joe Nangle OFM
Assisi Community
708 Rock Creek Church Rd., NW
Washington DC 20010

JustFaith
Ministries

Box 221348
Louisville, KY 40252
P.O.

Invite a participant to read
the letter to the group.
The letter is returned to the
co-facilitators after the session.
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BEARINGS Letter
O that today you would listen to God’s voice,
harden not you heart. Psalm 95: 8

Directions for Co-Facilitators and Readers
General Remarks

Bearings letters are meant to be read aloud, listened to and received as auditory
prayer. Do NOT copy or electronically distribute the letter to participants.
Each letter is read aloud by a different member of the Engaging Spirituality
group. The reader is responsible for: prayerful preparation; introducing the
author; reading the letter aloud; inviting people to respond in the Lectio
Divina format; crafting a note of thanks to the author.

Before the Session

Co-facilitators print only ONE copy of the Bearings letter.
At a prior session (a week before the letter is read), co-facilitators identify
a reader from among the participants. The reader takes the Bearings letter
home to review it in prayerful preparation.

At the Session

Add an empty chair to the circle to represent the author of the Bearings letter.
Using the attached introduction, the reader introduces the author (in the
first person) and then passes the author’s picture around the circle. Before
prayerfully reading the letter, the reader places the picture on the empty seat.

Note to Readers:

Use the pauses to moderate the pace of your reading.
• Take three slow breaths when you pause. This will give your listeners
time to let the words penetrate.
• Follow the directions for the Lectio Divina reflection.
• Allow 2-3 minutes for those who wish to share a word, a question or a
brief insight, before resuming the reading.
• After the reading and during the ensuing dialogue, note one or two
insights (in your journal) generated by the letter.
•

After the Session

At the close of the session, return the picture and letter to the co-facilitators
for safekeeping. Do NOT make copies of the letter after the session.
Using the attached stationery, the reader writes a brief personal response to
the author, including: a word of thanks; the name and location of the group;
a few insights from the group’s reflection. Co-facilitators are responsible
for mailing the Thank You Note to the author (not to JustFaith Ministries).
Respecting the author’s privacy, the co-facilitators do not share the personal
mailing address of any author.
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BEARINGS Letter

Personal Introduction
My name is Joe and I am a Franciscan friar.
For fifteen years my ministry in Bolivia and
Peru brought me face to face with our Church’s
call to make a “preferential option for the poor.”
Since returning to the U.S., I have worked
at the Catholic Bishop’s Office of Justice and
Peace and the Conference of Major Superiors
of Men. I have also directed the Franciscan
Mission Service and served on the staff of
Sojourners magazine. Currently I minister to
the Spanish-speaking community at Our Lady
Queen of Peace in Arlington, Virginia. I am a
founding member of the Assisi Community,
an intentional community of lay and religious
in inner-city DC. I have authored books on
faith, justice, spirituality and the life-lessons
learned from serving God’s people in need.
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BEARINGS Letter

My Struggle
Dear Engaging Spirituality participants:
It gives me immense satisfaction to share some of my thoughts on “Engaging Spirituality” with you.
As I hope you will recognize, they come from my experience over many years, beginning with my service
to the People of God in Latin America. There I witnessed the great conversion which that local church
experienced after the Second Vatican Council. I send this letter to you with a heartfelt prayer that it may
be of some help to each of you on your own Spirit-led paths.
			
Pause
What do I particularly struggle with as I seek to live with integrity in these times?
Two areas of challenge or difficulty come to mind as I consider this question. The first is a personal
tendency to what one might euphemistically call “issue fatigue” – or more honestly, a slothful attitude
toward the many pressing issues that confront humanity today. As I open my email each day, knowing
that any number of requests for action await me, my finger is at the ready to delete many of them.
This nearly always begs the question: when is my response an understandable inability to deal with the
myriad causes and pressing needs which our information culture continually throws at us; and when is
it a sin of omission on my part?
			
Pause
The second area of struggle centers on religious life as we live it today in the United States. Members of my
own Franciscan province and large segments of other American religious communities mirror the sense
of entitlement that is so pervasive in our national life. That is to say, many of us “vowed” women and
men feel WE have a right to the perks and privileges which so many 21 st Century Americans have come to
consider normal. I’m afraid that we religious have come to expect a lifestyle that is very similar to upper
middle class (even wealthy) Americans– in terms of vacations, housing, food and entertainment.
			
Pause
This situation has led me to consider whether I should continue as a member of my province, and our
First World version of religious life. What is more, my struggle along these lines is exacerbated when I
observe the lifestyle of committed lay people, many of whom actually live out the commitments which we
“religious” profess publicly, especially our vow of poverty. These are two of my struggles and they are very
real.

Longer Pause

			

Lectio Divina: What WORD, QUESTION or INSIGHT resonated with you?

Pause

			

Invite people to share
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My Practice
What do I try to do regularly (daily practices) to keep me grounded in the struggle for Gospel authenticity?
Again, two areas of my life come immediately to mind: my living situation and my ministry. For over
twenty years I have lived in an intentional community of lay and religious, women and men, married and
single, in a modest, if not poor, area of Washington, DC. My religious superiors have given me permission
for this unique living situation and I am enormously grateful to them, because in so many ways it has
helped keep me grounded in the struggle for Gospel authenticity.
			
Pause
In the first place, living in this type of community has brought me into daily, intimate contact with the
kind of committed lay people mentioned above. Each member of our household takes very seriously the
Gospel call to simplicity of life and social change.
				
Pause
Secondly, each member of our community takes responsibility for daily tasks like cleaning, cooking and
shopping. Unlike many religious houses, where these chores are done by hired help, I find myself in an
environment in which everyone is constantly involved with the nitty-gritty details of life. Thirdly, this
living situation has consistently offered me the best example of day-to-day community living – with all its
ups and downs, challenges and peaks – in my 55 plus years of religious life.
			
Pause
Another area of my life which I believe keeps me grounded in the struggle for Gospel authenticity, centers
on my pastoral ministry with the large number of Hispanic members of the parish where I serve. For
eighteen years now, I have had the joy and privilege of consistent contact with poor people – in this case,
a struggling, immigrant population which is increasingly subject to segregation and harassment in our
country.
			
Pause
I have always believed that to live an authentic Gospel life, one has to be in direct and constant contact
with those whom Jesus called “the least of the sisters and brothers”. Ministry among my Hispanic sisters
and brothers, I believe, fulfills that requirement in my life. Perhaps an example will illustrate the Gospel
lessons this community constantly teaches me.
			
Pause
Each Sunday afternoon, I celebrate Eucharist with our Spanish-speaking parish community. Reflecting
the well-known cultural understandings of time, and the value placed on relationships in the Hispanic
world, our 1:00 PM Mass often begins at 1:15 or 1:20. One Sunday, after the usual community “warm up
time,” I signaled the folk group to begin the entrance song for Mass.
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Just then, an elderly woman tugged on my sleeve and asked to go to confession. My initial (North
American) reaction was to tell her that we were all set to begin, and that I would see her after Mass.
However, something inside told me not to do that, but instead to stop everything and attend to the
woman. At that point the folk group, seeing my intention, simply broke into another song and the entire
congregation settled back for the wait. No one minded that there was something “the Padre” had to do.
			
Pause
Once inside the reconciliation room it became clear that she did not wish to go to confession. She wanted to
tell me her son had been killed back in Mexico that very morning, part of a drug deal gone bad; and that
“he was a good boy, Padre,” and “would I pray for him at the Mass” we were about to celebrate. In a word,
this grieving mother wanted to cry on my shoulder for a few moments and have her son’s name spoken
during the service. I invite you to reflect on the lessons this taught me about Gospel authenticity.

Longer Pause

			

Lectio Divina: What WORD, QUESTION or INSIGHT resonated with you?

Pause

			

Invite people to share
			

My Challenge

Pause

What practical challenges face us, as we seek to live an undivided (holy) and faithful life?
			
Pause
It strikes me that the best place to start living an undivided (holy) and faithful life is to reflect on precisely
where and when that life is being lived. That is, each of us needs to get into the habit of social analysis, a
constant consideration of our time and place in history.
			
Pause
We North Americans are not practiced in the habit of reflecting on our realities – we are almost totally
action-driven. Yet, the experience of doing social analysis convinces me that it can well be the starting place
for any serious effort at living an undivided (holy) and faithful life. In the community where I live, the
habit of reflection on reality is our daily fare, particularly during our morning prayer at the start of each
day.
			
Pause
We gather for half an hour to read, consider and discuss the day’s Scripture readings, having already
taken a quick glance at the daily newspapers lying on the dining room table on our way to this communal
prayer. The results of this daily look at God’s word in the context of our neighborhood, city, national, and
international realities are unfailingly helpful to the rest of our day.
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By way of example, one of our community members worked for a time as press secretary for a member of
Congress. She often spoke of the importance of these morning reflections to her, as she left for another day
on Capitol Hill.
			
Pause
Social analysis is not, as the saying goes, “rocket science.” Any situation or issue lends itself to this process.
For example, our community is situated some 20 blocks from the White House, Congress and the State
Department. That geographical fact leads invariably to a questioning of ourselves with regard to living and
speaking truth to the most powerful nation in the world. It surely provides a healthy challenge for us who
wish to “live an undivided (holy) and faithful life.” I would submit that all of our realities offer the same
challenge, if we would just take the time to analyze them.
			
Pause
Like it or not, ours is a call to live the Gospel of Jesus in the empire called the United States of America. We
are the Christians of Rome in the 21 st Century. That simple and obvious social analysis of where we stand
at this moment in human history calls us, I believe, to question seriously our level of comfort with this
empire. To put it another way: are we Americans who just happen to be Christians, or are we Christians
who happen to be American? The difference here is crucial.
			
Pause
Once we get into the habit of analyzing where we are today, and once we decide about our Christianity viz
a viz our Americanism, then the practical steps will begin to emerge. Obviously, I would not presume to
suggest a blueprint for anyone else’s journey, but I am convinced that acknowledging our place in history,
citizens of this latest expression of empire, we will, with God’s grace, begin to take the next right step, and
then the one after and the one after that, to stand over against what Pope John Paul II called “a culture of
death.”
			
Pause
Let me offer an example. Some years ago a good and decent man approached me for some advice about how
to live “an undivided (holy) and faithful life” in the heart of the empire. In the course of our conversation
I saw that he was doing the necessary social analysis – life lived in the heart of the empire. I encouraged
him, beginning with the first step as he saw it, allowing God to lead him to the next and the next – all
based on his continued analysis of the various contexts of his life. Now, several years later, my friend still
lives comfortably in suburbia, still drives an SUV, still works hard to pay for college for his three sons
and daughters. But he has also become a serious and active advocate for peace, taking risks which before
would have seemed to him unthinkable. What is more important here is that he knows that his right steps
have only begun – and that he will be taking them for the rest of his life.
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On a final note, let me say that I see any number of people engaged in this “metanoia”
(meh•tah•NOH•ee•ah) – this conversion process – based on a faith-inspired social analysis. We cannot but
be aware, especially in these last several years, that our society (and we who make up that society) must
change. So, your “Engaging Spirituality” journey is extremely important and useful as you strive to “live
with integrity” through “daily practices that keep us grounded” toward that undivided (holy) and faithful
life.
					
					

With much affection,
Joseph Nangle OFM

Longer Pause

			

Lectio Divina: What WORD, QUESTION or INSIGHT resonated with you?

Pause

			

Invite people to share
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