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“And let not your leaven be that of the scribes and Pharisees …”]   … Take 2 - February, 2004
a letter to the Church in Redfern … introduction

[In this present version of this essay some minor corrections/ changes have been made in what first appeared on this web entry in October, 2003. Also, what I would consider a few important additions have been inserted, one for example around pp. 4- 5 where the question is addressed: why did God allow us to go down the path of well nigh total inculturation of the faith of Jesus into the Graeco-Roman world?.]
[a short  explanatory foreword for any who might happen to come across these pages, but who live outside the context of the Roman Catholic Church in Sydney (or perhaps Australia): it should be explained that Redfern is an inner-city suburb of Sydney, an area to which over several decades, many Australian Aborigines came to live. About 30 years ago, Father Ted Kennedy was appointed to the Catholic parish of St Vincent de Paul there. Later, Ted often described what happened to him next … 

“when first I was appointed to Redfern, very quickly I began to experience the presence of Christ in the aborigines I met there… in the way they lived … in the way the loved each other … and loved me … and in their unique wisdom … in all this, I came to know Christ at a depth and in a way, which, until then, despite all my years in seminary and parish life, I had never known. It was the Christ in them which led me to give my life to them and to grow to love them as totally as I have ever since …”  
Twelve months ago, serious ill-health forced Ted to offer his resignation to his archbishop. The two men whom the archbishop subsequently appointed (successively, if not successfully) as parish priests have shown that neither of them had (or have) any real understanding of the aboriginal people. Nor do they share the inclusive vision of the “people of God in Christ” into which Ted and those at Redfern had grown over their years together. Both of these men appointed since Ted’s resignation quickly revealed that their’s was primarily a “clericalist” vision of the Church, as well as being one which, in relation to others, was closed and “exclusivist”. Prior to Vatican II, the vision they share (which still tends to see the Church as a fortress set over and against the world) was widespread in the Church. Over many, many centuries, that vision of Christ and of the Church had also been responsible for stifling much of the life of the Spirit in the Catholic Church world-wide. The parish priest most recently appointed also comes with the baggage of being a member of the Neo-Catechumenate.
]
******

I think some of you will remember me. When Ted was still with you I visited several times. I believe those visits have left me with some very true friends among you … friends in life … friends in Christ. 

In recent months, however, some of the stories percolating through to this part of the world have saddened me deeply. I am sad for your sakes personally. But I am sad also, for sake of the understanding of what living in faith in God in Christ means, and how that faith is now being attacked, that living faith which Ted, over many years, encouraged you to allow the Spirit to bring to life among you.  

From what I have been hearing, men have come among you who are not respecting the true meaning of the Good News (Galatians 2: 14) … who, also, are not respecting the Spirit of God released within the Church through Its second Pentecost at the Second Vatican Council.

As you read on, reasonably quickly I think you will become aware that, while I was writing this letter, at times its focus changed significantly. What has been happening in Redfern still remains central to all that follows. However, it did not take me long to realise that your experience was but a microcosm of what was happening in the Church universal. As a result, at times I have addressed some matters perhaps more fully and in greater depth than your local situation alone might have been demanded. Nevertheless, even when the demands of the bigger picture seemed to take over (at times almost overwhelmingly), the spark which started me writing, and kept me at my task to its completion, was what has been happening in Redfern.

******

the perspective from which I view what has been happening among you ... and, the context for all that follows …
For long I have been convinced that we are living in New Testament times, and that only there, in the first decades of what has come to be called the Christian era, can we find a precedent, a framework, historically and theologically, within which to try to begin to make sense of all that has been happening, not only among yourselves in Redfern, but, throughout the whole Church in the aftermath of Vatican II … and culturally on the entire world-wide canvas since the end of the Second World War.  

You may wonder why I go so far back in our history to find a parallel for what is happening now.

There are several reasons for that judgment:

From the point of view of “inculturation”, we have spoken elsewhere of how deep, during our life-times, is the “death” through which the Graeco-Roman-Germanic “world-view” has been passing.
  

For us, the faith of Jesus of Nazareth, had long been “incultured” into that tradition. In the process, that faith played a central role in creating what came to be called “European civilisation”; and in its more immediately religious dimensions, creating what, for us, came to be known as the “Roman Catholic Church”. Along the way, many other religious expressions of the faith of Jesus were also spawned - especially at those times when the existing “wine-skins” became dry/ rigid, and, what once were meant to contain and to preserve the wine of our living faith in God in Christ, no longer were able (or willing) adequately to respond to or to contain, the living ferment of the Spirit within them.

Whenever the culture dies within which a faith in God has become embedded, inevitably, the religious forms (creedal formulations, rituals, organisational structures created in terms of  the intellectual and social presuppositions, and the languages, of that culture) will also die. No longer will they be speaking to the hearts, the lives, the minds of people in the way they once did.  

But, only the body dies. As one of our funeral services expresses it, the life within “is transformed, not taken away”. The faith in God, the living experience of the Christ of God to which those earlier forms/ formulae once sought to give expression … that will not die. That vital centre continues to survive in the Christ, the Word of God living forever in the heart of all that is, (especially alive in the hearts of some), only waiting His/ Her time to burst forth once more into Its creation. 

Then, as a new generation discovers new ways of expressing and exploring the meaning of their experience of being alive in faith in God in Christ, like any new-born child they too will be bursting with the joy of their new-born discovery of themselves itself in life ... and in God …a new way of being, a different way of seeing and speaking of themselves and of their faith … gradually growing into, expressing themselves and their faith in this new “body” as it begins to take shape within and around them.  

Death … resurrection …transformation …
…the heart of our belief …

…as well as the central dynamic of the all creation’s evolution …
… and of the Church’s journey too!
Ecclesia semper reformanda est  …

But … before the resurrection … first comes the dying. 

Only this time, the death is probably the most profound through which the Church has yet lived. 
What we are living through is comparable, as has already been said, only to the birth out of its Jewish womb two millennia ago of what came to be called the Christian Church.

… So it was for the apostles

…in those dark days after the death of Jesus … fearful … hopeless … wondering …waiting … on the edge of despair …
… as it was later also for all the early christians …
The life, teaching, death and resurrection of Jesus and the descent of his Spirit upon his first disciples took the faith-journey of Abraham out of the Temple (within and around which it had been centered since Moses), out into the world, into the heart, the life, the world of every person to whom it was given to respond to Christ’s call to live in faith in God through Him. 
The faith journey upon which those early christians were called to embark was to take them far beyond their received understanding of how the faith of Abraham had been lived since the days of Moses; beyond the faith of priests, and scribes, and Pharisees, and the way they had taught that faith … and at times … at least for some … effectively killed it …
… we asked them for bread … they gave us stones
As the early christians moved, they too had to learn to live once more in faith in God in Christ … rather than in the Law … to live … freely …joyously … spontaneously …
… just as Abraham had to learn to live in faith long before there was any written Law … 

… just as Moses had to live in faith all that time he was being prepared to lead the people to Sinai … and beyond … before there was any written Torah … 

… so too, the early christians had to live in faith long before there was any New Testament to comfort or to guide them. 
… So it has to be also for us …
From the immediate perspective of the Church, John XXIII indicated how significant it was for the Church that the Second Vatican Council was the first Council in the Church’s history which met independent of control by princes (since the that early meeting in Jerusalem, that is). 

The same “good Pope John” also expressed the hope that the Council (which he felt the Spirit Herself had moved him to call) might prove a second Pentecost allowing us to begin unravelling the cloak which had begun to be woven around the faith of Christ after Constantine’s early fourth century “conversion”
 … 

… or, had the weaving of that graeco-roman “imperial” cloak already begun … much, much earlier …?

… being shaped into an imperial image …
Regardless of when the process actually started, it was Constantine who seriously began to re-shape the Church for his own personal and imperial purposes
, even to the extent, in 325, of summoning, and presiding over, the Council of Nicea (the first great Council of our tradition to grapple with Christians’ understanding of the nature of Jesus in light of their faith experience of him as the Christ of God.) 

Gradually, the Church too took on a similar imperial image, one within which, mutatis mutandis, it has lived until today. 

After Constantine, the faith of Abraham - now also the faith of Jesus - was taken back once more into the Temple. Or rather, it was now taken into many temples across the face of the Empire, all, by and large, modelled on the great basilicas, the Court Houses of the ancient Roman Empire. “Now that it was the religion of Empire, Christianity had to have basilicas worthy of the Empire.” 

Admittedly, in Jesus, and later especially by the work of Paul (but, not exclusively; the entire early apostolic group, each in his/ her different ways, all played their parts), the living faith of Abraham in the God “Who is” was taken beyond the confines of the tribes of the sons of Abraham. But, now with Constantine, it was being subsumed into becoming the religion of an empire whose vision, like the faith of Jesus, of Paul and Peter, and of the early Christian Church, also was universal in its range. 

so, why did we allow ourselves to go down that path?

Perhaps the bishops were tired of living under the more or less constant threat of crucifixion or of being eaten by lions. 

Perhaps, Caesar really gave them no other option. 

Or, perhaps, in accepting Constantine’s invitation to sup with him, the bishops thought they were doing the right thing by the faith of Christ. After all, Caesar’s invitation did open up a universal geo-political canvas on which to paint their understanding of what living in faith in his Father had meant for Jesus and ultimately had demanded of him. 

But, in allowing the sword of Caesar to be used to make disciples of all nations in Christ, how much of the crucified one’s faith was (at least, in grave danger of) being compromised? 

Caesar’s sword had murdered Jesus … in the hope thereby, also, of killing off that dangerous living faith he taught which was so profoundly  subversive of all the “powers” of this world, religious as much as secular … a fact of which the members of the Sanhedrin at the time were only too well aware when they opted to hand Jesus over to Pilate. 
These are the root realities of the origins of our religious tradition … truths we should never let ourselves forget, especially when we may be tempted by the praise, and perquisites of this world.  

“inculturation” is always a two-edged sword

Or, was it that those bishops failed (or did not allow themselves) to advert to the central significance of what really could be involved in accepting Constantine’s invitation? Perhaps for many of them, the faith insight of Jesus had already become so deeply far “inculturated” into the cultural presumptions and expectations of the Empire, that, even by then, for them …

…  the central place of kenosis, of acceptance of one’s total powerlessness in God in Christ’s scheme of things was being lost to sight … that already that centrally  “christian” way of seeing was being replaced by the ever so certain, “rational” epistemological understandings of truth (owing more to Greek and Roman processes of deduction and argumentation from what were accepted in faith as clear revealed propositions about life and about God, than they did to the psychological, spiritual experience of letting go of all control of themselves and of their lives into God.) …

… and, the related understanding of how “authority” should be exercised in any community seeking to live in the faith reality of Christ was already being overtaken by the very understanding of power which Jesus so clearly and so strongly had rejected:   

It is not to happen among you that you seek to lord it over others, as great men and rulers among the pagans do, liking to make their authority felt . No; anyone who wants  to be great among you must be your servant; and anyone who wants to be first among you must be your slave; just as the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life … 

All the more reason, why at this time … as all the greatness that was the culture of Greece, Rome, Europe – or the Us of A is fall to pieces around us as totally as did those Twin Towers fall to earth that fateful September day two years ago … as all the spiritual leadership and power (pride) that once was the boast of Catholicism likewise crumbles in our hands as the reality of the twin towers of our priesthood and its celibacy and  our absolute belief in the infallibility, the unchangeableness of all are revealed with all their inadequacies, their incompleteness – and their lies  …  that once more we turn back to that central truth of all creation  and the primary living force within of our entire religious tradition since Abraham and be prepared to hand our lives over totally, without any reservation, personally, as a whole Church – and the entirety of our western culture – once more into the hands of the God Who is behind, with all that wer ver have been , are now and ever will be ... 

I am the Lord they God … I will have no other god  stand before me …

… the words that reverberated through my mind in those dark hours as the 12th of September, 2001 was ushered into existence in my part of world, and, alone in my home, I saw those might idols, icons of the western world and all its ambitions to control the world crumble into dust 
But, in light of where we now find ourselves, and where we allowed the living faith of Christ our to be taken over the past 1600 years, never to let ourselves forget … 

… that when we seek to see the faith of Jesus through the eyes, the hearts of men of power we only end up creating problems for ourselves 
Caesar … men of power … and women  too … (and not, just of secular power … of religious power too ) … such people, usually have a predilection for simple, black and white “answers” around which to structure their empires, “answers” to which those they have conquered can be commanded to assent as visible sign of their submission. 

Of course people can be subverted to the ways of power by other means … baubles or bribes of office; … or, by oaths never to question any edict, any proposition which the king, the president … or the magisterium … has already issued. 

(As Thomas More saw so clearly centuries later when confronted by another Caesar and a different oath, in taking an oath, a person, as it were, holds his soul, his innermost self, in his hands. But, the soul is insubstantial … and like water, it too, so can easily run between one’s fingers. A truth of which Jesus also was well aware …

Let your speech be ‘Yea!’ ‘Yea!’ .. ‘No!’ ‘No!’ 
)
The Truth “Who lives” in living faith in God in Christ is something much more subtle than anything which those whose lives inwardly/ spiritually are wedded to power ever really want to hear; Its answer too simple; or, when It makes attempts to express Itself in Caesar’s terms, Its “answers” prove more complex, more tentative too, than what Caesar wants to cope with … or can. 

… “I am a true son of the Church …”

Only this morning as I went to sit at the keyboard, I heard an Archbishop on TV proclaim his loyalty to the Church and to the Second Vatican Council. “I am a true son of the Church. I only teach what the Council taught.” And then the sting in the tail, which somehow or other this particular archbishop regularly manages to inject:  “I do not go around making up my own teachings.” 

Why should he not so proclaim his loyalty to the Church …only twenty-fours hours earlier he had been created a cardinal in it.
 

I am sure, in making his public affirmation of his faith, our newly created cardinal believed that he was being truly “humble” in God … as is to be expected of any good archbishop: 

Little Jack Horner 

sat in a corner

eating his humble pie. 

He stuck in his thumb,

and pulled out a plum …
…“Oh, what a good boy am I.”
I was brought up, however, under some great Irishmen, men like Bob O’Donoghue, James Duhig, Dave Hawe, Tim Moloney, Daniel Mannix …and my father too … most especially my father. Certainly, I did not always agree with all that these men said or did, but at least they … strong, independent, capable and willing too (when they judged the occasion warranted it) to challenge any authority - in State or Church … at least they had an understanding of how an adult should live his/ her faith in God.  

I thought every christian’s first loyalty in faith was to the God “Who is”; a christian’s first “vow” meant to be one of total, living, trusting faith in and into that God … a faith which is prior to all else that is … prior ultimately, even to one’s faith in the Church … or at least, as the Church might present itself at any one time or other throughout its many-chequered history.
 

being humble … in God …
I thought our first commitment as human beings (prior to any commitment to the Church) is meant to be to real humility in the God “Who Is” … 

… that humility to which only full acceptance of our central, total powerlessness in God can give birth … (what else can the first article of our Creed mean if it does not mean that?) 

… that humility of intellect and of will which is happy to accept that only living in faith in God in Christ can justify us … 

 … which thereby also recognises that no man-made set of “answers” ultimately can save us …;  nor any man-made “laws” either. 

That type and depth of humility was central to everything Jesus was; and, to everything he taught … 

… Learn of me, because I am meek and humble of heart …
Even on the cross Jesus gave witness to that humility … “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit” …“God only you can save me now.”

And being as all men are;

He was humbler yet, 

even to accepting death,

death on a cross.

So it is for all of us. 

Only the God “Who is” in Christ can “save any of us” …

…just  as it was at the beginning, when
only the God “Who Is” could first have created us …

… calling us into existence …

… out of nothing ….

… or being forever “mummy’s boys” …?

Jesus’s humility, being centrally rooted in his faith in His Father, did not mean that he should, or would, forever, remain a little boy. Not even in relation to the people who most immediately had a legitimate authority in God over him was Jesus prepared to compromise what he knew real faith in his Father demanded of him - as it does, also, of all of us. By the age of twelve, Jesus had made that clear even to the woman (whose own living faith had allowed him to be conceived in the first place) when she questioned his behaviour. The Gospel story is unambiguous …
Why have you done this to us. See how worried your father and I have been

Why were you looking for me? 
Did you not know that I must be busy with my Father’s affairs.
Admittedly, Jesus subsequently returned to Nazareth and lived under their authority. But, a central point had been made … and thenceforth, his mother would store up all these things in her heart.

So it is for us. Real humility in the God “Who is” does not require of us, forever, to be doing what mummy tells us we should be doing, even if now it is no longer the “mummy” of our kindergarten years, but “Mummy Church” who is calling the shots. 

Or is it really no longer the “mummy” of our kindergarten years? 

Psychologically, perhaps the degree of absolute faith in the Church (which some seem only too happy to parade before the world, and to which they expect that we in turn should subject ourselves) … perhaps, that type of faith really has something still seriously immature in it? … a sign that a person who chooses to live that way, him/ herself has not yet really grown beyond their kindergarten years … neither in terms of life …nor in terms of what living one’s faith in and into God really asks of all of us?
 

And that, precisely, is where we also would be, psychologically and spiritually … still in the kindergarten … if, silently, blindly, we were to submit ourselves to any such person’s present understanding of his/ her role in God … in our lives … in our Church. If we did that, we would be accepting as correct their understanding of what the faith of Jesus is ultimately all about. When, in fact … it is not. 

Theirs is a faith that is still in swaddling clothes … childish … but, sadly, often, far from being childlike.

To accept that such should be the norm for living in faith in Christ would be to deny the proper interrelationships in faith which need to exist between all adult members of Christ’s Church. It would also be to deny the checks and balances always divinely present in Christ, no matter who is exercising authority in His Church … no matter in what role he/ she might seek to exercise authority in His name.

… and Paul challenged Peter to his face

clearing out from home … growing up  … in life .. in faith too

There are two stories in the New Testament about lads clearing out from home … Jesus’s own escapade in Jerusalem is one; and then there is that other young blade, whose story Jesus told … the young fellow who ended up envying even the pigs for the slops he was required to fed them.

Jesus knew he was right in acting towards his mother the way he did.
 From the way he told the story about the second lad, it is also evident with which of the two sons his real love and sympathy lay:

I have not come for those who “know” (or have convinced themselves) they are just,

(simply because they see themselves determinedly always doing 

what others have told them they should be doing.) 
No! I have come for those who have made a mess of their lives 

(at least, that is how many respectable people might judge them)… 

(and, often enough, it is true; they have messed up their lives.) 

Nevertheless,  

they are the ones I really love. 

Why?

Because they are the ones whose hearts are open …
… broken open …
… ready to receive the Love which is my Father.

……

…and then,…

 there was that publican at the back of the Temple 

who went home at right with God …

while that other at the front of the Temple who knew he was just did not …    
what does real loyalty in the faith of Christ actually demand?

When I was a child, I thought as child; 

I did the things of a child.

But now that (in God) I have become a man 

I have put away the things of a child …
Was Paul being disloyal to his faith in Christ when he “opposed Peter to his face, …in front of everyone … because he saw that … for fear of the group that insisted on circumcision… they (Peter and others who had followed his example) were not respecting the true meaning of the Good News”? 

It is a like failure of which I am accusing those who have recently come among you at Redfern …they are not respecting the true meaning of the Good News.
It seems that in the end … as usual … Peter proved the depth of his humility, and the reality of his manhood … and accepting Paul’s rebuke, showed yet again his love for Jesus …and his loyalty to that living faith into which Jesus had first lead him to commit himself … walking on the waters.

Please God, your Spirit may give the same gift of humility now in Redfern - to all of us - as She did then to Peter. 
To date, however, all we have seen on one side here in Redfern is a deep rage and anger (even to the point of physical … hysterical … violence) should anyone dare to question what they are saying.

What did He say all those years ago …

they have ears to hear… but it seems they cannot hear… 
Or, is it that they will not hear?
it is true, today Satan is sifting us …

Once more Satan has got his wish …everywhere Jesus’s disciples are again being sifted like wheat … scattered too…
However, just as then, so too now, the way forward, is not to be found through some blind, panic-driven return to past rules and formulations … We cannot return to the Law of Moses (as Paul saw so clearly) … But, neither can we simply return to the magisterial laws of Rome ...

… but, I have prayed for you, Simon Peter …


I have prayed for you, Simon, that your faith not fail,


and once you have recovered

(or as some translations would have it,

once you have been converted)
you in your turn must strengthen your brothers.

Simon Peter, the power of Jesus’s prayer for you, even now, will not be denied.  Nor can your faith, your living faith by which you came to recognise the Christ of God in Jesus, be allowed to fail …… not now! 

Perhaps already … even if, as yet, the world may not know about it … you have “recovered” – already, once more. you have been converted to that living faith in God in Christ. 

And, now … please God … the second part of Jesus’s prayer … soon … also will be answered, and, you, Simon Peter, will again be given the faith, the courage, the strength, the wisdom, the love you will need today to confirm your brethren … all your brethren … in, into the same living faith in God in Christ. 

Jesus said this would be your unique responsibility to them … and His gift to them through you … His gift, and yours, to us too. 

the end of one road … the beginning of another …

It is axiomatic of the way divine providence works in Its world, that, whatever turning we decide to take along our road, He/ She will walk along it with us … until we reach that road’s end …
 

… a point, as we have said, to which the events of the past century in relation to our received culture, have already finally brought us.

Since then, the Second Vatican Council and its aftermath have seen the gradual fulfilment of Pope John XXIII’s hope-filled prayer about undoing the work that began with Constantine … 

once more the faith of Jesus and of Abraham is moving out of the temple, out of its (primarily European) imperialist self-image, back into life …

… whence it was first born … and where it has always rightly belonged. 

In the meantime, one by one, many people,
 obedient to the Spirit, have been moving beyond the protective husks of the theological and religious “seed” within which they - we - were first brought to life in God. Since then, we, like Abraham before us, have been living in faith, not knowing whither the Spirit is leading us … but trusting Her Wisdom … and Her Love ...    

… and here in Redfern …
…  already for quite a long time, living in faith into the death of your received religious culture has been both your experience and your challenge … an experience and a challenge, very similar to that through which the early christians had to live …

This re-birth has not been easy for you ... as it was not for Ted. At times, your journey has often been painful … and, I am certain, will long continue to be so. The storms yet to come before the birth of the new age of faith in Christ will be fully effected (if it ever will be … if ever it can be fully effected), I believe will be much worse than any which you, or Ted, or I, have yet known. 
we do not want to die …

As one might expect, many do not want to die to the self-identity into which they - we - have been born. But, that is what lies at the heart of the Christian message … 
we have no need, no reason, to fear death …any death …
… some fear to question the “eternal” validity of the old “wine- skins”

For almost two millennia, our religious culture has been growing, evolving within its imperial identity. Not only did many find their first living experience of faith in God in Christ within that particular, historically-conditioned understanding of the faith of Christ. So much so, that even to question the validity of those wine-skin’s, or their ability any longer to hold the wine newly fermenting in the Spirit within it, is seen by many as a threat to the very existence of the wine itself. 

For such as them, it is more important to try to stop the ferment … as it was also, the first priority for the majority of the members of the Sanhedrin in the days of Jesus and the apostles. 

In the decades since Vatican II we have witnessed how accurate was Jesus’s warning and how drastically it is already being fulfilled: 

… in many places, both the old wine skins and the new wine have already been lost ...
… and still are being lost ….

…and … that state will continue … unless we are prepared to allow new wine skins to be formed in/ around our living faith.

allowing the new wine skins to form …

New wine skins will take shape only gradually as, living in faith we respond in Christ to the pressures of a world which is also newly evolving around us … but that latter is happening very, very rapidly. 

This is not a time when we can even think that we can retreat into the comfort zones of our past. We might like to tell ourselves that we got away with that tactic once before … in the days of Luther’s Reformation. In fact we didn’t then.
 Today, it is not even a possible option for us to consider. Do so, and in effect we would be denying what the faith of Jesus centrally is all about. And what is left of the once great Church of Rome will become a mere, shrivelled-up shell … the dead husk … of what it once was … or might have been.

Or is it that that is what now has to be ….?
No! I do not think that possibility has to be … but, I am convinced that that is what will be, if we fail to accept the challenge of what really living in faith demands of us in these times.

Instead of fearing the challenge … instead of seeking to run away from what will be asked of us …let us accept our responsibility as adults in living faith in Christ at this time in history. 

It is one of the greatest challenges ever in our history.  Let us embrace it … not fear it! 

Not only have each of us to relate our personal experience of what living in faith has meant for us in this, today’s, world … and to allow ourselves to be challenged by others’ accounts of their own faith journeys; we also have to go back to see how and why those earlier forms and formulations which for so long sustained us, and within which we were prepared to live, now, might no longer speak to our and others’ living faith experience; and why they no longer are might be to contain or to express that experience in a way that truly will speak to our future. 

It is not a time, however, for grandiose and universal “answers”. 

These days, all we can do is to share with each other our experience of trying to live our lives in faith in God in Christ, and the (tentative) meanings we have so far been able to discern within our experiences. These days, all we can do is to allow ourselves really to be vulnerable before each other - no matter who I or he/ she may be, pope or peasant … allowing each of us to be challenged by the other …not in any spirit of seeking “to lord it over another” - as of the scribes and pharisees … but instead, just sharing … in faith … in love … what each of us has come to see … sharing with each other who each one is … what we are … and why (we think) we may have become who and what we are. 
Then each of us may be able to begin to see how “I” might begin to change ... not the world … but, how I might begin to change my life, my self, my world (that is, that part of the world which is an extension of me and my area of responsibility … but, all this, only what, here and now, I truly discern in God needs to be changed; and what in God, here and now, I have been given the power to change.
the courage to change what can and should be changed …

the serenity to accept what cannot or should not now be changed …

the wisdom to know the difference …

… and, all the time remembering  that …
 “ …in seeking what is perfect, let us try not to destroy too much that is good…”

There is still much wisdom in so many of John XXIII’s throw-away lines.

If we are prepared to walk this road I am convinced that, despite the fears of many, nothing which was good within the old “wine-skins” will be thrown away or lost. For this journey is a work of the Spirit; not of any merely human agencies.  On the way, we will be rediscovering … reliving … rethinking …all that was good in our past
 … Perhaps, it may even mean we might even begin really to taste the wine for ourselves. For the first time possibly for some of us, … even, mirabile dictu, for some of us you may already have been ordained priests … or bishops  … or even cardinals ? 
Only when we have seriously begun to walk that road in the Spirit, only then will we see new wine-skins really begin to take shape about our wine of living faith.
Only then, too, will we begin to understand what John XXIII’s call to aggiornamento all those years ago really was all about.

… setting out on the journey …

Already, many individually have embarked on that journey. Now, however, the Church as a whole has to face that journey.
That, however, will demand, on the part of all of us, a willingness to let ourselves “drink deeply of the wine of God’s Spirit” … a preparedness to pray deeply in living hope in the Spirit that She in her turn, will pour her wine deeply into us … for … to make the journey which now lies ahead will demand of all of us that we truly live our lives totally in living faith in God in Christ … 

But, why should we fear?  A similar living faith was demanded of the Hebrew people when Moses called them to pack up all their belongings and to move with him out of Egypt …
… as it was demanded earlier of Sarah, of Lot and his wife, and of all their servants, when Abraham told them that now they had all to leave their home in Ur, abandoning all the comforts of “city” life to which they were long accustomed. 
… “but … we like the comfort, the security, our simple black and white ‘answers’ give us. ”

Many do not want to die to the old ways for another reason. They find deep comfort in what they see as the past “essentialist” rocklike, unchangeable formulations of the faith of Jesus, and of its various disciplines and rituals which had grown up about them. 

So did I … once upon a time … 

… a “lust” for certainty …

But, for some, it is not just comfort. Some lust for “certainty”. But, in fact, they are only lusting for a certainty made by men … a type of certainty which, in varying degrees, marks the death in our hearts of real, total, living faith in God.  The “certainty” sought by such people is far from that other assurance, that peace of being, resting, in “Who is” at the heart of oneself and of all that is … as far away from it as it is possible to go. 
Too determinedly pursuing our lust for human certainties, like every one-eyed lust pursued to its completion, will lead us only into madness. Indulge our cravings for security, not matter how big or little may be the homeland we seek to secure, and we end up creating just another prison for ourselves, and those whose lives touch ours.
… the heath of a society is judged in inverse proportion to the locks it considers necessary to place on its doors …
 

But, such lust for human, man-made certainties is nothing new.  
So, did the Hebrews at the foot of Sinai hunger after the flesh-pots and the securities of the life they had known in Egypt. No matter that with Moses they had already had some taste, some experience, of what living in faith in their God was all about. No matter that following Moses in living faith had already brought them to the foot of Sinai, to the very point where … if they had but known it …the next stage of their journey was about to be opened up before them. But, they were tired of waiting. They preferred to close their minds to how God through Moses had made it possible for them to escape from the pharaoh’s power. Instead, they wanted to return to their old “certainties” … their old “gods”. And, they sought again to carve images similar to those which they believed previously had been the source of their security and their strength … even if it was the security of slavery and a gaol.
Living in faith is not the easiest of options … for any of us. 

Over time, the “forms” of life in God in Christ, the theological explanations we spun around our faith, the religious rituals we devised to express its meaning, for some of us eventually became more significant than the experience of the inner Spirit they were meant to communicate to our hearts. Some even believed - some still believe - those formulations/ rituals should be unchanging in the same way as they conceived the static, unchanging nature of God to be.
 

But that was, and is, a false understanding of the dynamism of the inner, trinitarian, life of God. It also entails a false understanding of the proper relationships between God, and every created (and thereby limited, changeable, and ever changing) expression, or image, of God. It is the way of ever fundamentalism; the way of the idolatry of particular, created, historically-conditioned expressions/ understandings of God.

 … and then there was, is, our “pride” in our past …  but, at times, it is a false and haughty  pride …
In any case, belonging to such a world-wide, long surviving religious institution/ organization could (and often did) endow one’s own little life with a special sense of meaning and importance. Moreover, for many among the elites in that system, having power within it often enough was seen as sufficient reward in itself – sitting in the first places in Christ’s kingdom… first places, that is, as far as this world’s expression of that kingdom was concerned. 

Moreover, our Church’s long cultural heritage also has been a source of great pride. In terms of human achievement, often very rightly so. 

At times, however, our pride has been overweening, especially in the way we sought to impose on other peoples/ cultures/ religions our (always limited) intellectual understanding of the living faith of Jesus … even being prepared to take our place of honour seated beside Caesar while his sword or his burning faggots murdered (on our behalf) others whose formulations of faith we judged to be less “orthodox” than our own. We even came to attribute to the imperial center around which the world-wide external structures of our faith in Christ had come to be organised (and, over recent centuries, ever more and more centralised), an epithet which rightly can only be attributed to God  … Rome, the Eternal City! … as if to raise “the City” beyond even the mythical, metaphorical “Heavenly” Jerusalem of which the writer of the Apocalypse dreamed.

… a tendency towards “fundamentalism” exists in all of us

But, that precisely is what everyone with any significant fundamentalist tendencies in their faith will always be prone to do: attribute to created forms/ expressions qualities which rightly can only pertain to the God “Who Is”. 

The spirit of Taliban is not confined to the world of Islam. 

It has been alive in our Church … and kicking too … kicking “others” … as you in Redfern have experienced … doing all it can … in the name of “orthodoxy” … to stifle what real, living faith in God in Christ is about.

the stages of dying …
Kubler-Ross has well documented the stages of dying … the refusal to accept what is in fact happening …the anger … the bargains … the retreat into past practices of our lives, determined to observe them more stringently, more rigidly than we ever did the first time round … anything to try to deny (in hope thereby to escape) the truth of our approaching annihilation … 

… anything rather than face what real faith in resurrection demands …  that, before any resurrection, first has to come the dying … death to our selves and to all that is not God in us; to all in which, until now, we have gloried or placed our trust. 

Only after we have walked that road can we be ready to experience, really to know the freedom, the joy … and at times too, the darkness and near despair … of  what living in faith God is in fact all about.

… what you have been living though at Redfern 
With Ted, many of you had already walked a long way along that road into your dying … into your freedom …into your God in Christ. 

But now, others have come among you who, as yet, do not know that freedom which only the experience of really being alive in Christ can give. 

(From all reports, at present at least, they also seem to have little, or no, desire to know what living and believing in that way might actually be like. But then, neither did Saul understand that way of believing that day as, cold-hard-heartedly, certain of his truth, he minded the clothes of those who were stoning Stephen to death. But, look where he ended up only a few weeks later on the road-side leading to Damascus. None of us should ever gainsay the Love and Power of God’s Spirit, and what Her future dreams may yet hold in store for all of us … even in Redfern!) 

For the moment, however, these newcomers evidently still believe they can go on living in the temple … hiding from life ... hiding from death … locked in their own little rooms … believing in the power of Caesar’s (or their archbishop’s) sword to protect and to save them.
 

From what I have been told, they are determined to look for their security, their “salvation”, primarily within the exclusivity of their chosen sect; even for some, within the exclusivity of the caste of ordained ministries within that sect … as if the limitless ocean which is the love and truth of Christ can be poured into (contained/ constrained) in some little, man-made, soft-drink bottle, but, one which life’s ocean has now thrown up and left stranded on the beach as the tides ebb. 

to admit our limitations, our incompletion … the incompletion of our “answers”
But, like all of us, until they too are prepared really to enter into their dying … until they too are prepared to let go of every shred of power, of self-importance, of every smug, ever so absolute certainty in the “answers” they have received (from God-knows whom), as if those “answers” were not themselves made by men at some particular time in the past, as if those “answers” can never be challenged/ deepened/ re-formulated by any insights which others may have gained through their own lonely, pain-filled journeys into life, into God … then, understandably, they will never know that freedom. 

As long as any of us are determined to stay locked in our own dark rooms, we cannot know what freedom - or truth - really are. 

And all the time, the reality is, each of us holds the key to unlock the door to our own room … if only we would not be afraid to ask God’s Spirit to show us how to use it.

We are all creatures of God; all of us incomplete and imperfect. No one’s insight into the things of life and of God can ever be exhaustive.
  

For any of us to believe that no one may question his/ her present understanding of the faith of Jesus, means that we carry within ourselves a very grave danger … if not the already clearly present reality … of great spiritual pride. To walk that road, even to be open to such a temptation¸ probably means we are still far from the kingdom into which Jesus invited all of us to enter; still far from understanding what really believing in God in Christ is all about; or what the word “Catholic” in our received name for our Church really means, and the dream towards which that name has pointed us for so many, many centuries. 

in any case, none of us can be excused - ever - from the demands of normal human decency
No matter how “superior” one may want to believe one is (whether by virtue of one’s innate talent, or because I have been able to convince some bishop to ordain me into a particular order within the clerical caste) none of us have any right to believe that  in our dealings with “others” we are thereby excused from the normal demands of human decency, as if these “others” are lesser breeds living beyond the “laws”, beyond the privileges allowed only to those living within “the caste”, or within our particular sect.

… whatever you do to one of these my least brethren you do unto me …

… for I am the Christ of God….
For anyone who claims to believe in Christ, this is a pretty terrifying bench-mark against which to have to examine one’s conscience … 

Yet, properly understood, Christ’s measuring-rod is a very loving one too.

before we dare to speak … learning to listen in Christ to Christ … 

As I see it, anyone appointed “to rule” others in Christ, or who, for whatever reason, sees him/ herself as having an obligation to teach others - (a very risky matter in any case, to take onto one’s own shoulders unbidden) - has responsibility first, just to live with, to listen to, to learn from the Christ already present in the community among whom he/ she has come. 

… “but … we know best”…

Instead, from all reports, within the matter of the first couple of weeks, these newcomers  have chosen to hurl insults - and their own particular forms of excommunication - at any who have dared to disagree with or to question their view-points or their rulings:
 

“If you are not happy, go elsewhere.”

“What would you know about any of these things, you’re just a woman.”
“You have no right to say that here; if you believe that, you’re not a Catholic.”

“What would you know about Aborigines and what is good for them?” …

… this last emanating from the mouth of someone still a comparative youth; from a totally different culture, who has been present in this country only a  short time; and who has no significant personal experience of, let alone any evident love for, any aboriginal people; and … the final insult … daring to address this insult to a woman lovingly married to an aborigine for 30 years, a woman who is a member of one of the few Catholic parish communities in Sydney whose members, for a quarter of a century and more, have learned to love the aborigines among whom many of them actually have lived, and from whom they have learned – experienced -  things of God and Christ … an experience which decades of living within the closed, colonising understanding of Christ they had received in parishes, religious houses, seminaries previously, had never given them to experience nor properly to understand.

And now I hear people are being excluded from the Eucharist, screamed at, even physically assaulted during the Eucharist should they be foolhardy enough to seek to protect one of their number from abuse and insult from these newcomers.
 

What did Paul advise us? ….

… anybody who is convinced that he belongs to Christ must go on to reflect that we all belong to Christ no less than he does. (2 Corinthians 10:7) …

…treat everyone with equal kindness; never be condescending but make real friends with the poor ... (Romans 12: 16)

how can this situation be addressed? … is it theology which is needed? ... or, is it that psychological help to achieve some healthy adult, self-awareness and self-love is what is called for? 

It would seem that some now among you need, not merely wise spiritual and theological guidance; in some instances, some very serious, deep psychological care/ treatment definitely also seems to be called for. 

Of course, those two journeys, our personal psychological and our personal spiritual journeys, can never be divorced one from the other. But, nor can either of them ever be safely divorced from the intellectual, theological understanding of our journey. Over our life-times, each of us is called to make such a theological journey along with our psychological and our spiritual journeys … and that, never more urgently, than at present. 

what follows addresses only the theological dimensions of your present pain

To the best of my ability, in what follows I will try to address these matters, but only from a theological perspective.   

today your pain is a universal pain … your problem, a universal problem. The way ahead, likewise must be looked for from within a universal perspective 

We have already indicated, the same issues presently threaten the future of the whole Church world-wide, not just the Church in Redfern. 

Failure to address them on the part of those who claim in the name of Christ to exercise authority in the Church is probably the core reason (as far the responsibility of Church leadership is concerned
) why so many today have opted “to walk away” from the Church …until, the Church Herself (or at least “the Rump” of it which still survives) is now in grave danger of being reduced to nothing more than merely another among the countless number of sects which have proliferated over recent decades. 

But, all that, too, is in the God “Who is” - all of it part of the process through which we have been called to live in Christ.

why not “walk away” from the pain and stupidity? … why stay? … why bother?
Surely any sane person who experienced at first hand or heard reports of what has been happening in Redfern, would feel that “walking away” was the only reasonable course of action to take. … 

“Choose to live with madmen and you too will become mad – if you are not so already in choosing to stay.”

In the case of Redfern, I know two things still keep some of you coming. 

On a deep faith level, some know quite clearly that the matter at stake is what real living faith in God in Christ is all about. 

Then, there is that other level: the matter of simple human love … and social responsibility.  

Redfern is possibly the only Church in Sydney in which Aborigines from all over the country (not just Sydney) feel - until now - they have been truly welcome. If everyone else now walks away, will the aborigines too be forced out from this, their “holy place” … just as they have been progressively forced from so many of their “holy places” ever since we, European, so-called Christian, colonisers first came here. What will happen to the aborigines here if the rest of us leave? From all reports the newcomers show no sign that they know anything about loving them … nor that they are really prepared to learn that love ... or to let themselves receive that love from those they claim they have come to serve.   

And, never forget … the real estate could be very valuable …! 

All that is required is for “the powers that be” to find what they can describe as a sufficient excuse – too small an attendance say? – and they can close down the parish.

Actually, the question should be, what do the aborigines want? Surely, it is time that all of us committed ourselves to really listening to the Christ within the aborigines among us … allowing ourselves to be taught, and to be led, by them and their insight into “Who is”. 

Instead of presuming that we will have (that we still have to have) all the answers, perhaps, it is time for us to accept that these days, God really is speaking through others; that the aborigines have every right and responsibility to decide what should be done … and we a duty merely to follow, or, when asked, perhaps to play “second fiddle” in a score they write.

“But, the matters are complex …difficult. They might make mistakes.”

“… And we don’t … ?....”
 But then … “Christ must die  … so that Christ may live”

Perhaps the Aborigines have already given their answer. Yesterday I was told that, in the year or so since his failing health forced Ted to accept retirement, no aborigines have asked that any of member of their families who have died be buried from Redfern … neither under the first parish priest appointed by the archbishop after Ted, nor, under the present incumbent. 

“They knew when they were loved … and they also know when they are not.”

Perhaps the lead we need has already been given.

When a river encounters an immoveable rock, for a time it may dash itself against it … but eventually, if it can, it will find a way round it, or sometimes, through it. And so, the river continues its life-giving journey to the sea, even if it has had to make a slight change in its direction along the way. 
And one of them, Caiaphas, the high priest that year, said, 

You don’t seem to have grasped the situation at all; 
you fail to see that is better that one man die for the people,
 than for the whole nation to be destroyed 

Or, today, might Caiaphas say …?
It is better that one parish die than for the whole Church to be destroyed 
(at least as I conceive the Church should be … 

… and as I want it to be …

… lest …

I, and my insecurities and needs be left exposed, my ambitions too … and my fears … 

…my fears most especially of what really “letting go of my self” into a truly trusting living faith in my God might ask of me.)
And Caiaphas did not speak in his own person; it was as high priest that he made this prophecy that Jesus was to die for the nation.

So, it has ever been … Christ must die … otherwise Christ cannot live… 

And, so it ever will be.
On the universal level, why should one bother? 

The problem today … and the pain … is universal. 
The question, too, is universal … and central to the future, not just of what yet might remain of our Church or of our culture, but central too, perhaps even more importantly, to the future of our whole planet.

The times through which we are living are the most serious and the most dangerous through which the human race has ever yet had to find its way. 
If I accept that proposition as true - for my part, I would not write it if I did not judge it to be true - then as a human being, I have no other option than “to be bothered”.  

each of us can give only his/ her “self” to the task

Like the rest of us, I must be prepared to give who I am … what I am… all that I am … back to creation which first gave me life … back too, to the living faith of Christ which gave me, made me, whatever in Christ I have since become.
Life has led me to a point where I cannot do anything to alter significantly the course of world events. Nor anything to change the way my Church chooses to live its life and to understand the faith of Christ of which She claims to be custodian. 

All I can do is to walk my road into my God … being there with, for, those others whose lives still touch mine (now comparatively few) … but still learning from them … as I hope I have in the past … as I hope I will continue to do for whatever time is left me. 

Learning too from my mistakes ... remembering, too, just how many they have been … not only in my personal past … in my and our collective past too.  For, to remember, to acknowledge those latter “sins”, that too is part of my responsibility – as it is, too, of yours.”
 

Today, I look at what is happening around me, in the world, and in our Church … and, musing upon it all, in my heart I carry all I see and hear and feel, into the heart also of the Christ “Who is” within me. 
From time to time, something happens to stir those thoughts, provoking them to put words around themselves … as, Jack, your pain in Redfern, and your request did a few weeks ago. Then I sit at the keyboard and let the thoughts emerge into a life of their own … to a life far beyond me and anything I can control or foresee.

That is all I can do. Perhaps it is all most of us can do … or should ever even try to do. 

the chaos is still here … but so too is God’s Spirit …
in the beginning …

… the earth was a formless void …

… there was darkens over the deep …

… and God’s Spirit hovered over the water
From the beginning the Spirit has been always present hovering over the waters, “overseeing” the gradual emergence of our world from amidst the chaos … nudging it along …from the inside …

… by indirections finding our directions out …
It is still the same today. The chaos is still there. (We know that only too well.) 
But, so too, is God’s Spirit. That too is something we know well … even though never well enough … at least, not well enough for me. 
Today, it is as essential for us to carry those first words of Genesis in our hearts constantly … as it has ever been … but, perhaps it has never been more essential to do so than it is now …

… for, like that man of whom Jesus asked … 
“Do you believe I can do for you what you ask … what you hope for?”
I, too, have to answer … I guess we all do …

“Lord, I believe … but, Lord, help … please, … help my unbelief … please!”

We are not alone in this. Jesus, too, knew the power of the darkness … and how close its power came to overwhelming even him and all His Father’s dreams for His creation:

… My God, My God, why have you forsaken me …!
And then, out of the darkness, the despair of all He could achieve of His own powers, and the apparent absence  of all which until then he had received … out of that place was born … that final, total, blind commitment of Himself … and of all creation … in total living trust to His Father …

Into thy hands I commit my spirit, my self, all that I am ... 
… and in me, all creation and all divinity …

… and all our mutual futures may contain …

Only out of total void, that “place” of absolute no-thing-ness … only there could Christ’s gift of Himself back to his Father be complete. The Christ in Jesus, Jesus in the Christ, had to give the gift of all He and all creation was back to His Father … in the same way, as freely, totally, “from the beginning”, the Father had been pouring the totality of His Existence into His Son and thereby too, into creation. Out of the “no-time-ness”, the “no-place-ness” of “no-thing-ness” of the eternal Now, the Father’s total love brought to birth both His Son and this creation. So too, only out of that same Void, could that same love be given back to the Father as totally and as centrally. And only then could the outpouring of the Spirit in the eternal Now of God be fully released, both within the God-head and into Its creation. And so, the outpouring of Divine Being within the creation could be opened to its completion in (and through) its unity and interrelationship (in Christ) with the inner dynamism of the eternal Infinite emanation of Existence within God. 
And so it is with us today. 

the primary questions … 
“What does it mean to believe today in the God “Who Is” the mystery at the source of all that is; and “Who lives” at the heart of all that is?” …
… that is the question which all of us, living in same Spirit as did Jesus and his Mother, must ask of ourselves today. That is the question to whose answer all these pages ultimately are devoted. 

To many, that question will be seen - rightly - as already presuming an answer to another, even more fundamental question; one which, eventually, rises to the consciousness of every human being; one with which all of us at some time or other have to grapple: 

what does it mean to be a human being today …a human being who wants to live harmoniously, in a fully human way, with all his brothers and sisters?
I agree that the latter is the primary question. Nevertheless, I believe, that that primary question will never be resolved – in my judgment, can never be solved - unless, eventually, we begin to see that “the God-question” is itself central to “the human question” … as it is to the very question of the existence of our universe and any possible purposes there might be for its, and our, existence. 

I believe we cannot begin successfully to grapple with these latter questions, unless, equally, we are prepared to grapple with that Other – the Question, and the Reality of the God “Who is”. 
  

And above all else ... none of us can presume we already know the answers needed by our times … neither personally  … nor as a Church … nor as a world community. 
******

For all these reasons I decided that I should write this letter to you at this time. I hope it is not with too much presumption that I have decided to do so. 

I do not write to bring you “answers”…

However, I do not know the “answers” to all, or to any, of your problems.  I do not know the “answers” to my own problems. All I can do is to live them … not merely “live with them”, as if merely to put up with them; or to learn how to cope with them; as if to deny their true and proper and creative place in my life … but to live through them …

… much as Paul had to live in - through - his problems, his weaknesses … his sins … so that thereby, the power of God might be made manifest. 

… but, all the time being honest about them  … all of them … not seeking to deny … or to hide from … any of them … honest to ourselves .. honest to our God … honest, too, to each other … most especially to any others to whom we might seek to speak in love … in truth … in Christ.

what does it mean to “live in faith  … to pray? 

Allowing ourselves to begin to live in faith means that we gradually learn how to allow ourselves to be led by the light of faith in God, rather than merely being by our latest or our strongest “urges”; or by what others tell us we should be doing, or even by what we sometimes can argue ourselves into doing (by seemingly most rational arguments) convincing ourselves that this or that is what I should be about if I am to be ambitious/ successful in this world. 

Living in faith in God means something else. It means first and foremost being prepared to admit that I am not necessarily the greatest nor the most important creature in God’s kingdom; being prepared really to admit that in fact there is – and always has been, and always will be - Something Someone greater more powerful, wiser than I am …something, someone, who ultimately is responsible for the whole world and the way it works; who knows what It wants to become in me, or to achieve through me; and which It will become/ achieve, if I am prepared to let It and Its voice become central to my life. That does not mean that I don’t have to make decisions for myself. When I need to make a decision, sure! I start off by asking myself what it is that I feel I want to do, or what I should do, and why. But, then I also ask that Other Reality what It might want to do in or through me at that time?

That is what prayer is all about. But, being able to hear that voice; begin prepared to listen and to wait until one can begin to feel and to trust Its peace – that takes time, and practice .. and perseverance. 

a parable from Ian Thorpe becoming a swimmer …
Ian Thorpe did not become a world champion swimmer just by swimming a few laps every couple of weeks. He spent time at it.  When he decided he wanted to become really good at it, he had to learn to become more and more focussed about his sport. He had to be prepared to make it a priority in his life; to give up some other things he enjoyed - but certainly no all - so that he had the time and the energy necessary to develop his abilities to their fullness. Eventually Ian thought nothing of spending hours a day, over weeks and weeks and weeks at training. But, not too much, especially not at first. Otherwise he could have burnt out … even to the point where he might have ended up turning away from swimming completely. 

So it is with prayer and learning to live in faith. 

In fact, living in faith is very much like swimming. In swimming one has to learn first to trust the water, to know that it will carry you; that you can float in it. So too I had to learn to trust God; to learn that I could float in Him/ Her/ It; that my life would not all suddenly fall to pieces, if I let go of all my attempts at my being “in control” of my own destiny. 

Like becoming proficient in any skill, living in faith is something into which each of us has to grow gradually. And, again like many other things, being dragooned too much, too early into long boring routines of prayer at church or home, forced into rote repetition of prayers and creedal formulae at school, is not necessarily the way to begin. (How many  people have I seen bet completely turned off “religion” after a few years in a Catholic school.) 

Though I must admit much of my introduction to God began that way. Though somewhere along the line, and really very early, I learnt something else, namely, that time alone “in prayer” often brought with it a great peace – even though at times I really had to force myself to stay and “to wait” when everything else in me impatiently wanted me to get out of the chapel and be “doing something”. But perseverance paid off, and gradually I began to learn that that peace would give me the strength I needed to face things of which I was afraid or which I otherwise found very difficult to confront. Often too, those times of peace also seemed to help me think. I began to work our some questions for myself, and to come with answers, sometimes, different from those my teachers were wanting to give me.   

And so as life went on, gradually it was the peace that came with prayer which more and more gave me the courage to walk into the darkness of my own incompleteness, my own failures, my own sins. It is asthat peace, wchi today I have no hesitation in calling “the peace of Christ”, which,  if it did not release me from all my sins and inadequacies, at least in its abiding presence within me, it gave me the ability more and more to accept who I was, and to live with my many failures and inadequacies. first for ourselves and there for those whose lives journey’s intersect with ours. 

a parable of the Olympic Torch relay

Learning to live in faith… learning to live with a similar total existential trust in the Father as did Mary and Jesus, and Abraham and Moses before them … is a little like volunteering to be one of the runners who carry the Olympic Torch in its relay around the world ever four years.

If we take that road, then we will find the flame of a truly living faith in God really begins to burn brightly in us. Then, like the runners in the Olympic Torch relay, we can feel reasonably sure, that the flame entrusted to us will not die whle it is in our hands; and even that the light it gives may also make it easier for others around us to walk their own roads more securely in the darkness; it may even end up enkindling a similar living fire in the torch they carry. and even encourage the light of a similar faith to br but, rather, to ensure we keep it burning brightly so that we, in our turn, will be able hand it onto others. But to do that, we must, as Paul tells us, we must be prepared to make up the things that are still lacking the sufferings of Christ, lies at the heart of all that follows in these pages. 

there are two ways to approach all these matters
However, the last 50 years, have taught me one thing: one way of approaching these matters ultimately leads only to dead-ends, and to blindness. That is the way wherein, with overweening pride, we presume our received “answers” can lead us into, can give us, all we need to know … acting as if our humanly devised and formulated “answers” can “save” us.  

They cannot. 

I have been down that road. I know where it leads. It is the road of the thieves and robbers of whom Jesus spoke; of those who seek to climb up into the sheep-fold by the outside, in order to steal His sheep away from Christ. 

Over the centuries, unfortunately, it is the road many “religious” people and “religious” groups have preferred to tread. 

That is not to deny that, at times, at least some of us will need to walk that road, even if it be only to find the weapons needed so that we may be able to contend with, to fight off … to not allow ourselves to be seduced by … the arguments suggested by those very thieves and robbers who seek to destroy us and our living faith in God in Christ. 

I have already spoken earlier of this need for clear, courageous theological reflection. In walking that road, however, all of us need to move always with great care and circumspection … and, with a heart (I hope) anchored … centered in real humility in God … constantly aware that the Enemy is ever-present, ever- ready to trip us up … that Enemy, who since the dawn of creation, has preferred to go his/ her own way … crying …
“I will not serve …I will not submit my ‘self’ to the God ‘Who Is’ … With all my power and all my glory, I cannot …I will not …acknowledge that I am, still, nothing …that, despite all my gifts and all the prestige and power of my position … of myself, I still am worthless.”

How often do I have to say it to myself … not just to you …

… only in nothingness can we find our true and lasting worth …  
… only in powerlessness, can we be given power … 
… only in our blindness … 
… and in truly accepting our real ignorance 
(especially when it comes to any of the things of God)  
… only then, can we begin to receive the Light of true insight!

All authority, all power, in heaven and in earth has been given to me …
According to the writer of Matthew 27, 18, these were Jesus’ semi-final words to his eleven. But, those words could not be placed in the mouth of Jesus to speak until first he had entered … fully, freely, faith-fully … into the annihilation, the nothingness which was his on Calvary.

All of us still living have yet to pass through that needle’s eye. So too has the Church.  Not for us, therefore, nor for anyone (no matter how exalted the rank to which anyone of us may have arrived within Her) to claim for him/ herself that authority, that power, that universal, exhaustive, infallible insight into Truth which rightly belongs only  to the Christ of God. (And - if we are to accept what Aquinas taught so clearly - even Jesus’s insight is never exhaustive, even into his own divinity … even in eternity.)  

What we do have a right to claim, however, is the protection, the love which Jesus’s final words promised:

I am with you always; yes, to the end of time …
… just as my Father was, is, always with, and in, me …

One thing I do know, the only road which can lead us into that Light, is that upon which we can enter only when we totally let go of our selves, and of all our “answers;  and, have allowed ourselves to fall … out of control as it were … into the God “Who Is”. Then, living in that Who “Who is no-thing”, the Who “Who is no answer”, we find that we are, in fact, living in the centre out of which every “answer”, every “person”, every “thing” is born. 

“I am the way”

Yes! but … how does one enter into the “I” of the Christ of God?
Only by first going honestly, vulnerably into the nakedness of my own “I”, there to find the “I” of Christ “Who is”, forever living with, and in, me … for only there can I (or you) learn, as Paul did, that … 

I live now …not I 

but Christ lives  in me…

… in you too…

…in  us … 


ENDNOTES to Introduction
� The Neo-Catechumenate (also sometimes called The Way) is an evangelical movement originating “out the religious conversion experience of Kiko Arguello and some of his companions in the slums of Madrid in the early 1970s”. Despite the many admirable goals this movement sets itself, in the judgment of many (including several diocesan bishops from different parts of the world), it has often exhibited the characteristics of a “sect”, as well as, in practice, often proving seriously disruptive of ordinary parish life. Its members also are known for showing a significant dis-inclination (if not down-right refusal) to pay sufficient heed to what “inculturation” may demand before any valid “evangelization” can occur. In Christian matters, “inculturation” requires of anyone coming from a cultural tradition or life experience different from those with whom they wish to speak, first to have the patience, the humility, the intellectual skills … and the wisdom to be able to discern the Christ already present in the lives and hearts of those “others’’ among whom they come; and, to be prepared to give time needed “to listen first to others ” so that they (who presume to see themselves as the teachers, first may “learn”. 


What is at stake here … to be able to enter into the mind and heart of the other … really is a fundamental requirement before any human dialogue can be successful, not merely dialogue in religious matters. It becomes s an absolutely essential requirement, however, if we want to make any honest, authentic attempt at relating with others in Christ. We may want to make available to, and real for others the revelation of Christ in God present in the person, the teaching, the life and death, and resurrection appearances of Jesus of Nazareth to some of his disciples subsequently. As we have come to experience that Reality. But, what if the “others” top whom we come are already deeply aware of the presence of that Christ, even though they may not speak of It by that name, and may act differently in It from the way we do? At times I wonder, if it is not rather that we are the ones who first need to be evangelised by those whom we presume to teach … a lesson Ted Kennedy himself learnt when first he came to Redfern. The reason for this is because the whole Christian religious revelation is centered on the insight that everything and everyone who exists, already, in their very creation, exists in the Word, the Christ of God. Christian “evangelisation” is about opening the whole person of  myself and of another, mind and heart and soul, as fully as possible to a Reality each of us already possesses and already (at least, incipiently) knows, though neither of us may yet have experienced Its full power or understood Its full significance. (But then who ever really does?)  


It seems, however, that “inculturation” is something, which the theology and the training programmes of the Neo-Catechumenate do not understand, and,  is something which the practice of its members either refuse to take seriously … or which they are personally incapable of taking seriously.  (But then, that could be said equally of most seminary training, and of very many of the priests and religious such training produced over several centuries.) [Cf “Is the Neo-Catechumenate Way Compatible with Religious Life?” by Gerald A. Arbuckle, SM. in Religious-Life Review, Jan-Feb 1994 (Vol.33,No. 164; ISSN  0332-4364, Dominican Publications, Dublin, Ireland).]


For further reflections on the difficulties  in the “inculturation” of spiritual insight, see separate essay (when it is completed): “The significance of ‘inculturation’ … especially when … ‘the times … they are a’changin’”


� a matter of style …


I have tried to keep the style in which all this is written “colloquial”. In the process, I hope the matters discussed have remained reasonably accessible to the average reader. What is presented is not meant, in any shape or form, to be an academic exercise, despite the fact that the conversation at times dives into the depths of the mystical and metaphysical insights of our scriptural and religious tradition; and even though the theological questions involved are among the most profound that can be considered.  Most of my life has been spent musing upon, grappling with some of these, more remote, metaphysical underpinnings of our theological tradition. That journey, however, convinced me of one thing: that, important as such meditations in the metaphysics of existence are, in the long run, any authentic conversation in God, primarily, has to be one that begins in one’s personal, living faith journey in God … and the  experience of God garnered thereby … that experience which first leads us into our journey … which then sustains us along our way … and which, constantly, is opening us to new insight and new possibilities in the things both of God and of man. Thence it is that, in Its time, words well up out of one heart allowing it to flow into another as each shares what he/ she seen along the way. To talk primarily about God as some type of “head-trip” (no matter how profound/ precise/ even at times, intellectually exhilarating such conversations might be for some of us) ultimately, is a contradiction in terms; an exercise in aridity, with little ability to touch the life/ the hearts of those involved.


� See Conscience .. a cautionary tale? ( Brisbane, 1999) pp.4-7. 


� Though as will be suggested as these pages unfold, the journey in faith which our generation has been called to make may also be comparable to that of Abraham all those millennia ago. Only now, it is not one man and his family who are being called to make the journey. Now it is a whole world-wide multitude who must make that journey. Many are already making it. Some do so because already they are living explicitly in Christ. Many others also, even though they would never speak of their inner life in those terms. There are the Jews, Christians, Moslems, all of whom claim to live their lives in the one God “Who Is”. There are the others of all those other great spiritual traditions … Buddhist, Hindu, Shintoist, Animist, and on and on. And all those of no religion but who, in truth, in peace, in love, honestly, heroically, lovingly seek the mutual fulfilment of their common humanity. Today, all of us have to face the same journey. It is the one hope, the one dream that has to motivate us all. Abraham followed his dream in hope that one day he might be the father of a great people. Today, we must follow that same dream as totally as did Abraham, but now it is a dream of one family of all humanity, one earth … all living in harmony, in justice, in truth, in love … in the Who  “Who is”  at the heart of all that is.  Fail to follow that dream, and, there will be no future, no dream for any of us.      


� Though Pope John did not express his thought in quite this way, nevertheless what I have written is true to what was reported at that time of his hopes for the Council.


� Not that there is anything wrong per se in the dreams, the hopes, the ambitions of Princes. A later section of this letter will attempt a reflection on the morality of the use of power (both in relation to our own lives and in relation to the control of others), To do that, however, that will demand of us among other things to enter into the mysterious heart of Evil and how that existential reality can exist in the infinite, all-powerful, all-loving  God “Who is” … and, also, how that God ultimately uses all we are, including our weaknesses, our sins, and our lust for power and control to effect His purposes in creation. 


� Perhaps that question should be replaced by another: why did God allow us to go down that path? Why did He/ She allow the living faith of Christ for which Jesus (and the early Christians) had suffered so much, to lose its way so badly? How could the God of Christ have allowed the leaders of a faith community established to keep the fire of his faith burning to agree that that faith should become the servant of that very human imperium which had crucified Christ? How could the God “Who is” allow a faith of total self-emptying, of total acceptance of all creation’s central powerlessness in God now to be seen to become a tool of power? 


However, to enter into that question at this time would take us too far afield, for now, from the primary thrust of this essay. To answer it requires that we enter into the ultimate mystery of all existence in God – the mystery of evil. Which in its turn would require that we enter into some of the deepest areas of metaphysical reflection on the nature and interrelationship between created and Uncreated Being, as we reflect deeply, but very carefully, on the nature and processes of the inner emanations the Son and the Spirit in God, on the nature of the two-fold emanations of being, or acts of self-emptying, within God  … and, in the process to see in what sense it could be correct  to speak of the mutual interdependence (and, in a sense, “powerlessness”) of the Son on the Father for all the Word is .. and, of the Father on the Son for the “completion” of his Divine Fatherhood. It could require of us that we at least be prepared to ask the question: in a creation which calls for the incarnation of the Son of God  for its completion - its “salvation” – could it be that the kenosis of Jesus on Calvary itself is also necessary to complete of the emanation of the Son back to the Father – and, if so, how significant do our own “self-emptyings” into God become, as Paul says, making up the things which are still lacking in the sufferings of Christ? 


� Matthew 20:25-28; sentiments very similar to what Jesus said to his disciples warning them not to be like the Jewish religious leaders of  his day acted:  “Beware of the scribes who like to walk about in long robes and love to be greeted obsequiously  in the market squares, to take the front seats in the synagogues and the places of honour at banquets  who swallow the property of widows while making show of lengthy prayers.” (Luke, 20:45-47). How deaf did we become! 


� why oaths should never be demanded of anyone in the name of Christ:


Over the years, many have remarked to me on the extraordinary pusillanimity shown by many of the bishops before the “powers that be” in Rome. “What else could one expect?” one old parish priest explained to me. “They are knackered by the oaths taken before they are ordained bishops, requiring of them to promise solemnly in God that  they would never challenge anything on which the Roman magisterium had already spoken.”.


As the years pass, all human insight grows and changes. Then, (if the oaths we took in our youth were made seriously in God), they can become like shackles on the eagle, making it impossible for us to fly high into the sun of God’s truth. Or, perhaps, at the time of taking our oaths, we choose instead to speak with forked tongues, as with mental reservations and subtle nuances, we provided ourselves with hidden, verbal escape-hatches through which our “truth” could slide. These games, however, are available only to the very clever … or the unscrupulous … to those men and women who have learnt well how to play the Machiavellian power games where truth and untruth kkkknow no borders  - as each dissolves into the arms of political opportunism and ambition. To the poor, however, to the uncultivated, those specially beloved of God, these “mind games” still remain “lies”. And so the system of power allows the wicked to prosper, while the Reality behind the “label” in whose Name their games have been played is debased, demeaned. 


No wonder Jesus so vehemently rejected all such ploys of the scribes, the Pharisees, the lawyers – the religious men of power.


� But, that sting in the tail, what does it reveal? … a fear? …a fear of ever having to encounter anyone whose insights might challenge the speaker’s already preconceived answers to life’s mystery? … an inability, or an unwillingness, ever  really to  engage another, no matter what might be their mutual differences? (perhaps one’s own inadequacies might too easily be revealed thereby?) …. But, how then does one grow? (or, perhaps, that should read: “how then does one grow up”?) 


I always voted at my Party’s call, 


I never thought of thinking for myself at all ….


….so now…


 I am the Ruler of the Queen’s Navy … 


A century ago, W.S. Gilbert wrote (in H.M.S. Pinafore) this “humble”, seemingly self-deprecatory, sardonically satirical - realistic - ditty of how one man rose, and rose, and rose through the system, until eventually, through no fault of his own, he arrived at the exalted station of First Lord of the Admiralty. 


“Nothing changes … nothing ever will”…………..  “Is that so?” -  my old parish priest’s quite, politely enigmatic comment whenever he was confronted by someone too cocksure of himself, too certain of his own inner, essential rectitude. 


� Years ago in Rome at a dinner party I was involved in a very heated discussion on the question of birth control. At the time, the specially appointed international papal Commission to investigate that question was in process of preparing its report for Paul VI. As usually happens in Rome, rumours were already rife that a strong majority on the Commission were in favour of change. Most of those present at the dinner table, however, were arguing strongly for retaining the status quo ante on the ethics of birth control. Nevertheless, no one of them seemed capable of presenting an argument to justify that position … except the argument of authority: “The Pope has already spoken on the matter.”  I asked the question, “How will you handle it if the Pope accepts the majority judgment from his Commission?” “We will accept it.” I exploded, “What! without any problems in conscience? Without any concern for the countless thousands whose lives have been made a misery  - and worse - as they struggled with what has been the official papal line up to now?”  “No! I will believe and do whatever the Pope tells me to believe or to do,” was the pretty well unanimous response …. Though I recall, 2 or 3 did remain silent. I was flabbergasted: “Is this where belief in the infallibility of the pope has led us? There is something seriously out of sync here ... something even infantile. This cannot be what real adult faith in God is all about. No wonder at times the Protestants despise us. Any real red-blooded human being would too, anyone for whom truth matters, and for whom taking responsibility in one’s own conscience for all one says or does is a central priority.” I am afraid that ended my participation in the conversation at particular dinner party.


� Of recent times, much has been made of the call to us, to “Love the Church”. As stated, I have no problems with such a call. But none of us can love the Church properly, unless first we love God. If one is speaking of the eschatological Church, as the community of all in God in Christ – the divine dream of the completion of creation in the Heavenly Jerusalem – towards which we all are aspiring, again there can be no problems. It is with the Church as she really is that, at times, we all have problems. In relation to that Church most of us at one time or another live in some sort of love-hate relationship, loving, even overwhelmed by, what She sometimes can be, and what She can evoke from the hearts and minds of ordinary everyday people; but, equally, hating the unnecessary pain She can inflict, and so often has inflicted, because of the way in which (and unhappily too the frequency with which) She falls so severely short of Her own divine ideals and dreams. But that is the Church of Christ incarnate. My concern is with some in authority in the Church who are so intent on urging us to love the Church, that often they seem to want us to forget the reality and to think that we – or is it rather “they”? – have already arrived at the perfection of the Heavenly Jerusalem. Their call to “love the Church” in practice is a call “not to rock the boat”, not to question the reality of Church as She is. In the eyes of such people, to indicate, in any way, that they , or the Church universal, here and now is not “perfect” is tantamount to blasphemy. When in fact the reverse is true. To imply that the Church is already perfect, or beyond serious criticism … that is idolatry … attributing to this created, time-conditioned, human expression of the divine, a perfection which can only be the gift of God, and to which our poor old Church – like all of us – (like Christ Himself, if we are to believe Paul) - can only begin to arrive, in total humility, through death.


In relation to this confusion about loving someone or something despite its imperfection, I often think of a mother of a young man here on the Gold Coast who died of AIDS related illnesses a few yeas ago. A few years before I met him, this young man, after years trying to deny who he was, even to the extent of having spent several years in the army, finally plucked up courage to tell his parents the truth about himself and his life. His father totally rejected him: “No son of my family, or my race, could ever be gay.” That father refused even to come to see his son when he was dying; refused also to attend his funeral; even though I had told the father that he was the one person his son had asked me to contact, the one person the lad had expressed the wish to see before he died. Years earlier, after the young man had been rejected by his father, he then had gone to speak with his mother. (His parents were separated.) She too did not respond well to the news; to the extent that the lad had run down the stairs of her home: “In that case, you have no son either.” He never spoke to her again. However, when I rang to tell her that her son was dying, immediately she dropped everything to try to get to his bedside. She did not make it in time. But, at the funeral she insisted on speaking, no matter how much it cost her. Standing at the microphone, she took a long time before she could begin. Then, looking over at her son’s coffin, she said, “A….., you were not a perfect son. But, neither was I a perfect mother. I am sorry for the pain I caused you. I am sorry for failing to find the words you needed when you needed them … and me … most. I hope you now know that at no time did I ever stop loving you.” And then, looking back at all of us seated in the pews, very quietly she added: “I  do not think anyone can ever really love another human being … not really love them …, unless both of us are imperfect ....” That was all she said. As she sat down, I realised I had never heard or read anything about love’s reality which was as profound. If we are truly to love someone, we have to love them in their imperfection. Not despite it. And, in our imperfection, we have to accept that there will be many times when we will never really, fully be able to love another, such are the limits our imperfections, our incompletion, sometimes can place on our ability to understand and to love this other, now, a this moment. That mother also made me understand too, that at times, even in trying to love God, we have to accept that not even God can be perfect. Or at least, His/ Her creation can never be perfect …  not this side of death. Only when we accept that truth about life - about all created existence, only then can we really begin to love, ourselves, others ... God too. When, however, we allow ourselves in God to embrace, to enter into our imperfections and our failings  … then, in our powerlessness, opening ourselves up to God, we make it possible for “Who Is” to begin to make up for some of the imperfections with which He/ She perforce had had to leave us as  in creating us the first time round. 


If some readers are uneasy with what has just been written, I suggest they re-read Philippians 2… and meditate on Paul’s insight that God could not give Jesus that name which was beyond every other name, except Jesus first had accepted his total humiliation, his total powerlessness on the cross. (Propter quod … on account of which …)To go any further along that road at this time, however, would require us to enter more deeply into our understanding both of the trinity in the God “Who is”, and of the incarnation of the Christ of God in Its creation, going further than what is called for by the primary direction of this present letter.


To conclude this reflection on the cry to us to “Love the Church”¸ perhaps I am happier in saying, “Yes! love the Church. But, first love God; love another human being; love yourself; love life and all else that flows from God. Be passionate in our search for Truth, for Love; love our failures, death too, and all that leads us back into God. For then, and only then, may we begin to know what Christ is all about,  and how truly to love the Church … and how not to. ” 


(For  further reflection on some of the matters raised in this Endnote, see later essay on “The nature and purpose of theology  - the nature and purpose of the Church – the nature and purpose of creation”.)


� Years ago, shortly after I first started teaching at the University of Queensland, there was a debate between a team from U of Q and a team from Oxford University. The topic, “Universities are a haven for the immature”, provoked all the humour, the clever repartee … and some serious argument … all of which one would expect from an encounter between such highly qualified debaters.  I wonder what would be the outcome today, however, if it were suggested that the topic to be debated should be: “Churches have become a haven for the immature.” I fear any honest adjudicator would have to declare it a “non-contest”, so  much do our seminaries (those that still exist in the western world) seem to have been overtaken by a surfeit of immature applicants (some young, some middle-aged even older) often seen by others, as men (do they really deserve to be called by that name name?)who are running away from a difficult or inadequate life, seeking a safe womb which will feed and clothe them - and, until recently, ensure them a certain public respectability (at least to their faces), while it is also providing them with all the “answers” to life they will ever need; and, at the same time, protecting from the pains - and the accountability - most ordinary people have constantly to face throughout their lives. It has not always been the case. It certainly wasn’t the case at the beginning; or in those other times, when it was taken for granted that to seek to emulate the example of Jesus very quickly could mean buying a one-way ticket to the Coliseum … or, more recently, to the gulag. When I think back on some of the great priests I have known of through history, and on some I have met personally, I am in awe of what their faith in Christ allowed God to achieve in and through them.





A few years ago, a very good friend of almost 50 years standing died. She was a religious, a Sister of Mercy. She was only 18-years-old when she left her family in Ireland to sail to Australia to enter the convent here. (And, in those days, there was no thought, not even a dream, of every being able to get home to see one’s mum and dad, one’s sisters and brothers or all their kids every again.) Mel was gifted with a deep living faith in her God, a great dollop of common-sense, a clear, strong mind, and a great sense of humour. Understandably, she was to leave her mark on the life of the Church and of the educational establishment in this part of the world. When she retired from teaching and from building and administering schools, and challenging Government education bureaucrats, she returned to live in the (now almost empty) convent in Ipswich where she had previously spent several tours of duty. One day, about 10 or 12 years ago now, a young woman came to see her to discuss the possibility/ advisability of her entering the convent. Mel listened to the young lady’s story and her reasons for considering this possible change in her life’s direction. Eventually Mel responded. “Look around you.  Forty years ago, this convent housed 35 nuns, at times more. Today there are five of us, all of us elderly, living out our last few years before we go to God, visiting a few people in the parish, helping out where we can. There are no young girls in our novitiate. It is not that young women are any less good today than they were 50/ 60 years ago. But, it is evident, to me at least, that God’s Spirit is not drawing people to give their lives to Him in the same ways She did in my generation. Quite evidently, it is time in God for our Congregation to die. This is not something unique to Brisbane. It is happening all over the world. What did Ecclesiastes say … there is a time for being born … a time for dying  … a time for planting …a time for uprooting what has been planted.  Before you make your decision about your future, I want you to reflect on two questions: ‘Why do you feel it is important that you give your life to an institution which is dying? Could it be that in entering the convent you might, in fact, be running away from facing the real questions which God is asking you to face?’ Today, God is asking all of us to have the courage to discover new answers, new ways of giving our lives totally to Him. The answers your generation will come up with will be very different from the ones which I believe were right in God for me when I was your age. Sure! It took courage for me to leave home and to come half way round the world when I did. My journey is now almost over. Nevertheless, God is still calling you, and your generation to find the same courage to give your life as totally to Him, and to go wherever He/ She wants you to go. Just as so many did in my generation.  Wait, learn to listen for His voice, and then, launch yourself out into the deep, and go wherever you discern that God is calling you. She will give you all the courage you need … Just make sure when you make your decision you are walking in God forwards into life … not backwards, away from it.”  


� Much could be written on the relationship between Jesus and his Mother … but not now … 


� “Recovered”, “converted”, whatever translation is used, the writer of Luke’s Gospel shows that Jesus was well aware of Simon-Peter’s humanity, and that at times his faith did fail … and would again; that, from one particular time to another, he would need to “be converted” until once more he would see clearly what living in the same faith which had been Jesus’s might now be asking of him. This is one thing upon which many of us need constantly to meditate, especially those of us who seek to equate conscience/ living faith decisions with some form of rational process whereby every particular decision is arrived at through some clear, logical, deductive arguments based on a few, logical, first principles. Living in faith is a process. But not always one that can easily be contained within what at the time could be said to be clearly logical arguments. Was it logical for Peter to step out of the boat to walk towards Christ in the midst of the storm? In terms of the “logic” of a truly living faith in God, “Yes!” In terms of how the word “logical” usually is understood, “Definitely, not!” The living faith journey begins in the reality of who each of us is, here and now, at this moment in our histories …. More often than not, confused, illogical, not necessarily terribly intelligent; and sometimes having to make a decision in a split-second with little or no time for the luxury lengthy, carefully balanced reflection. But that is the person I am … now ...; that is the person God loves … now … that is the person in whom God lives now at this instant of my decision making. The faith journey … the life journey … of Abraham, of Jesus, of every human being is not a journey of the already perfect into ever greater perfection … not even for the pope. In Peter’s case, the New Testament does not flinch from reporting his frailty, his failures … his fear too at the size of the waves and the power of the storm’s winds, even after he had, in the initial spontaneity of his love for Jesus and his faith in him, (impetuously?) leapt over the side of his boat to go to him. Peter too, initially lacked insight into what the his faith journey would ask of Jesus (and of all who eventually would seek to follow him)… remember Peter’s attempt to turn Jesus from the path which Jesus already sensed he had later to tread (and Peter’s determined obtuseness coming just after his great insight into who Jesus was in God: “You are the Christ of God”), and Jesus’s curt response: “Get behind me Satan you are thinking the way men think, not God”; Peter’s pusillanimity, too, before the servant girl in the house of Caiaphas are recorded by all the Gospel writers; Paul does not mince matters when telling us of Peter’s political manoeuvrings at Antioch in his efforts to be seen to be on side with the christians of “strict observance” who had come from Jerusalem. (Or was that latter behaviour just another example of Peter’s weakness of character, even bordering on hypocrisy, as Paul’s accusation of “pretence” would seem to imply?). Today’s Peter … and all his confréres in the hierarchy … are similar weak, still very fallible human beings just as  were the first Peter and  his fellow apostles. Recent events in our Church’s history, only too clearly, point to how weak and sin-filled have been the lives of many currently in leadership positions in our Church. Unfortunately, in the centuries between the days of the first Peter and  today, the honesty with which the New Testament writers were prepared to report the failings of Jesus’s early followers has been replaced by something else: a hypocrisy of caste, of a leadership, the lives of whose members professedly have been dedicated irrevocably as a witness to all the ultimate ideals of what it might mean to be human. But, regrettably, it is also a caste whose leadership believed that even when the reality of their individual lives was in fact significantly less than the “perfect” they were “professionally” pledged to live, nevertheless the public image of their caste’s perfection should forever be publicly protected  and at all costs maintained … all this,  lest the faith of “simple laity be scandalized”. How far we had moved away from the ambitions of the early christians  for complete honesty and total transparency … how far from the realism and the honesty of Jesus’s insight that “the weeds and wheat” would co-exist until the end of time, both socially, and I guess within the heart of each individual. Perhaps, it is time that, both individually and institutionally, the whole christian community, needs to return to the practice of the early Church witnessing to the living faith insight that was Jesus’s and accept that the christian vocation is not a demand to be perfect as the world may seek to define perfection ... but to be who we are; to be honest before ourselves, before God, and before others too about who we are. Otherwise there can be no way forward.  What we are called to is to be humble and to love … And never to forget that anyone, other than the Christ himself, who claims to be perfect in either of these two virtues is a liar … a judgment with which I believe the writer of 1 John 1: 8-10  would agree:


If we say we have no sin in us,


we are deceiving ourselves


and refusing to admit the truth;


but if we acknowledge our sins


then God who is faithful and just


will forgive our sins and purify us


from everything that is wrong.


To say that we have never sinned 


is to call God a liar


and to show that his word is not for us.


� Is not that insight central to the foundation myth of our whole tradition with its story of the expulsion of Adam and Eve from the Garden? Among other things, surely that myth is telling all of us that the human journey will always be tough. That at every stage we will have the choice either to eat of the tree of self-will and the aggrandizment of one’s own power, or to wait in humility on God to feed us from the tree of Life.  That if we choose the former we will have to live  and suffer through the consequences. But, regardless, God would still forever be walking with us. There would always be hope …


� … admittedly often in deep frustration and disillusionment with what they have seen and have experienced in the Church as She presently is … but still in faith in their God ... But, some too, in their pain, for a time, have turned away  completely even from their belief and trust in God … But, please God, only for a time! … How often has it been our fault .. not theirs … that they turned away …  we who so ostentatiously parade our claims to believe in God in Christ .. but who have not yet even learnt how to accept, to love  ourselves in our brokenness .. let alone to love someone else in theirs.   


� …very similar, too, to the journey Abraham had to take, as he followed his sense of the living God calling him out of Ur to go he know not where; as, living in that faith, he grew to realize that that God, the God “Who is” the source of all creation, did not desire human sacrifice of him, but was, instead a God of life. Leaving behind all the paraphenalia of a “world-view” which took human sacrifice for granted (which world-view would still long surround him) meant that his very existence and his refusal any more to obey the demands of such gods put Abraham at odds with those around him. So too, it was for the Hebrews who followed Moses out of Egypt into the desert. So too, for the early Christians. So too, is it today for you at Redfern and any of us who really seriously seek to believe in, to live in the God “Who is” in Christ. Follow the voice of the God “Who Is” calling us today, and we too will be at variance (strongly at variance) with many (if not all) of “the powers of this world” ... and, at times, at variance, also, with some who like to see themselves as being the “powers in our Church”.    


� In recent years we have had to reface all those questions all over again, and, in the process, accept that in so much the Reformers were correct.


� Perhaps it is why also today we are being called to revisit all the ancient “heresies” of the first few centuries of our tradition, the Ebionites,  the Marcionites; the Gnostics; the followers of the Gospel of Thomas, as a recent article in TIME magazine (December 22, 2003, pp.42-49) pointed out. All these variant understandings of the significance of the life and teaching of Jesus emerged in those first centuries because different people were grappling with two (related) series of questions … 


First, for anyone looking back towards the faith and cultural matrix – the womb – out of which christianity was born, several questions had to be asked … 


… in what way did Jesus challenge, or take further, the faith journey into God which had been Abraham’s? 


… did his experience and that of his early disciples add  any insight into the nature of our created human reality beyond what had been known beforehand? … and if so …


… how far was the Jesus experience/ insight  something entirely “new”;  … or … 


… how far  was it an elaboration, development of what had been there, incipiently present in the Abrahamic faith tradition since its beginning? … and then, according to how one answered that last question … 


… how best might the new aspect of that experience and insight best be integrated with the previous insights  elaborated over the  prior history of the Abrahamic faith tradition … and with the various practices which had previously  been devised to give some on-going cultural and religious expression to? 


Secondly, for those who were primarily concerned to look towards the world into which this new faith movement was now spreading and  beginning to take root: 


… how could this new experience and insight into the old Abrahamic faith tradition within its new specifically  Christian dimension best be related to … or, (to use today’s jargon) inculturated into … the Graeco-Roman world and most clearly expressed in terms of the social, cultural, and philosophical parameters of that culture. 





As our world today lives through the death of the Graeco-Roman-Germanic world-view we have known for so long, and the social, cultural, philosophical presuppositions which underpinned that world-view crumble around us; and all the many and varied answers ever devised to the human conundrum are available to everyone as, for the first time in history a truly world-culture is no longer some distant dream but a reality  already struggling to be born … no wonder that all these questions from our past have surfaced once again. 





There is no point, however in merely asserting glibly, “rubbish from the second century is still rubbish”. Every “heresy”, every “wrong” answer can contain some germ of truth; or at least reveals an aspect of the question that was important to the person who conceived or accepted that particular answer. In arguing this, I am doing no more than  trying to follow the methodology adopted by Aquinas in his great theological/ philosophical journey which produced of his Summae, and the epistemology of truth and the understanding of the nature of the intellect which underpinned and prompted in all his thinking. 





But unfortunately, many of our official tadcehers over the centuries too of the have been keep to ignore Aquinas’s methodlogy than to apply it. Perhaps if we had been a little more sensitive to why so many of the Jewish tradition, or the Islamic traditions  found it impossible to accep twaht we had to say about the trinty and  of jesus as Sons of Gdo and Mary as Mother of God and why the way we spoke made it inevitable theat they would interpret what we had to say - instead of asserting that our language and the theological amnd metaphysical presupposition it took for granted was the only   





If any teacher, is convinced that another’s “answer” is wrong, if he/ she is a good teacher, will surely ask: “They may be wrong, but why are they attracted to the answer they presently embrace? Then any teacher worth of the name will to try express what he/ she judges to be the “right” answer in a way that may “speak” to the life questions/ experiences which first led the other to embrace want to embrace the answer  they did. 


At any rate the context in which the questions are being asked today and the way the seemingly “old” answers  are being regurgitated are different from 1900 years ago. And even if they are not so greatly different, for the person provoked to ask, for them, the question is new, provoked by something out of their life experience. Just because Ian Thorpe has learnt how to swim in a way that constantly seems to be able to let him break world records, does not make it any easier for a young child facing their fear of the water themselves for the first time. We must try to meet each person “where they are at” and not presume they already understand things which to us already are seemingly self-evident. It is true that once I have seen something for myself, I can get impatient with others who still cannot see; it now is so evident to me.  But, being a good teacher requires of anyone who aspires to that profession that they try nto to forget what tiwaslike to be ignorant, not to know the anser or how to go aboutfinding it. Any real teacher also needs to realsie that the very languages in whci he ?she may speak are nto necessartily the way  the other thinks or speaks . Ranslation, hermeneutics. Fiidn the right metpahsor the correct analogical point of contact t\between the expericne adnt ehlandgese of th eotehr and those of the teacher  are the real mark of what makes a good teacher.





� … one of the favourite sayings of Rom Maione, the second International President of the Jocist Movement.  On that yard-stick, it would have to be said that our present Australian culture, that of the entire western world, but most especially that of the United States of America, are already showing serious signs of an illness could be terminal? 


� Cf. the furore created by John XXIII’s opening address to the Council when, in his call for the aggiornamento of the faith, he distinguished between the substance of faith and the ways over the centuries it may have come to be formulated. A matter which still deeply distresses some in the Church, at least if one is to judge by the attempts still being made from time to time to argue that the pope did not say what he was reported at the time to have said - (the Acta carried a subtly different version of the Pope’s words some weeks later) - and that, if he did, then he still could not have meant that our received understanding and expression of our faith in Christ might not express adequately what it might (or should) mean today to believe in God in Christ. Being in Rome at that time, I would say that is precisely what John intended to say, and it was precisely how even the more vehement “conservative” of the roman theologians had understood him …cf Piolanti’s impassioned cry the following morning as he entered the lecture-hall: “We can always depose a pope should he go into heresy.”


There is no birth more difficult than that of a new idea … or the birth of a different way of experiencing the fundamental “faith” around which we have until then built our lives. 


Once during the Vatican Council, one gentle bishop complained to John XXIII of the viciousness of some of the encounters taking place in the St Peter’s Aula. “We are not choir boys,” was John’s reply.  (Though at times, as I observed some of the immature antics among the bishops and cardinals, I felt they were in fact behaving very much as choir boys … hardly as grown men.) 


� But these are matters for another time.


� What was it that was reported in The Australian, on Monday 2nd, 2003 … “Archbishop of Sydney George Pell said Father Prindiville would prevail. ‘The archdiocese will make available all the resources necessary to support Redfern parish and ensure Father Prindiville is not driven out of the parish as his predecessor was.’” 


Is there no place for dialogue …real, authentic, mutually honest, deeply prayerful, truly humble dialogue? Or, has the fact of “ordination” - though certainly not its special grace - already predetermined the minds of some among us to believe that “clericalism”, and its presumed power to command obedience, will still be able to provide all the answers needed for our times ….just as “clericalism” has always been able to provide them in the past? (At least, so the clericalists amongst us would like to have us believe.) But, that is true no more! … not after Boston, and Ireland, and Poland, and San Francisco, and France, and Italy, and Australia, …and  … and  … and … We are a sin-filled, broken Church - and a sin-filled broken priesthood. Perhaps it is time for all of us to turn to Christ for His answer – and not still be hankering after the ideologically derived, caste, power-centered “answers” on which we have sought to rely now for too, too long. Let those who exercise authority among you do so not as the scribes and Pharisees. 


� A truth Aquinas stressed when he pointed out that, even in the Beatific Vision, Jesus’s human experience and insight could never exhaust (“comprehend” was the philosophically precise word Aquinas used) the possibilities of his divinity.


� …a practice to which some in Rome still seem to be addicted. 


� … you will have false prophets who will inseminate their own disruptive views and disown the Master who purchased their freedom (2 Peter 2:1)… Such self-willed people with no reverence are not afraid of offending against the glorious ones (v.11) ... these are people who only insult anything they do not understand are not reasoning beings (v.12) … they amuse themselves deceiving you even when they are really your guests(v.13) … they may promise freedom but they themselves are slaves (v.19) 


I know I have quoted only selectively from Peter’s epistle.  Not everything which he writes in that pericope applies exactly to those who have come among you at Redfern. Nevertheless, the parallels are sufficient to warrant meditating on them in light of what has been happening among you. Quite evidently what you are suffering in Redfern is not unique. It has been happening since the beginning … in every community where hearts have been truly opened to Christ … whether through the preaching of Peter … or Paul … or, Ted Kennedy  … and where then others have come who fear freedom … their own freedom, which in final analysis is why they end up fearing yours so greatly.


� There are many other factors involved as well. But that takes us into other areas far beyond the immediate purpose of this letter.


� Given the track record of the Neo-Catechumenate in other parts of the world, and their evidently special talent for causing division and dissension, I wonder if that may not have been a secondary (never to be mentioned out loud) reason for appointing this group (without consultation) to this centrally Aboriginal parish. (And, I thought all appointments to parishes which have a significant relationship with aborigines were required to be made in light of open, honest consultation with the aborigines whose lives would be most immediately affected by any such appointment.)


� It is true, we do not bear personal guilt for has happened in the past. Nevertheless, we do bear a responsibility to atone, on behalf of our ancestors, for what may have happened then. And, to unravel the worst of the consequences of their “sins” … as far as that can ever be possible in life. Refusal to accept my responsibility for what I can do, here and now, in relation to what might need to be remedied out of my past histories - personal, familial, cultural, religious – that is when my personal guilt begins … even in relation to events long past. It is then that I begin to share in the guilt of handing on to the next generation the bitter fruits which unacknowledged sin, failure, hatred, self-centeredness, … always bring with them, with all their potential for future destruction. Karma is a word which comes to us out of another tradition. That, however, does not deny the truth it contains personally, socially, religiously. In our tradition we used to talk about our need “to do penance”; “to make reparation”; to accept our responsibility in love, “to release” those who have gone before us “from their purgatory”.   


� The “God-Question” demands of us also that we examine very carefully whether or not our present understandings of the God “Who Is” are in themselves valid, and whether or not they are being validly applied in our lives and in the various claims we presume to make in the name of that God. As my friend in Islam said years ago to me: “Many times in our lives our god must die  - that is, our understanding of  Who and What God is must die - so that “God” truly may live!  .” This, he claimed, is the full meaning, the universal truth contained in the faith proclamation every Moslem makes …. “There is no God but Allah!” For him, that proclamation of his faith, was not a commitment to some static proposition about God’s existence (where he saw many Christians seemingly placing their primary emphasis in faith matters), but rather, a commitment of himself to a life-long spiritual, psychological, intellectual, social and religious journey into God.


When we move from the “head-trip” of the Western “God-Question”, then,  that is when the “heart-life-living faith-trip” takes over; and we are lead into the “Reality of God”. Right from the outset, that Reality demands of us to ask (of ourselves and, of others, too) “how, in practice, do I - can I - acknowledge the Reality of God? … how in practice do I “let my self go” into God? How do I live in God ... (or if you wish…) how do I learn to swim in God? … 


Unless a man (or woman … or child),


 by the power of the Holy Spirit, 


is born again of water


he/ she will not have life within him/ her


These days would it be permissible to word those lines slightly differently ? ...


Unless a man (or woman … or child),


 by the power of the Holy Spirit, 


… is born again in/ into that living water which is the God “Who is” 


… he/ she will not know what it really means 


to  live in, to swim in,


the Reality 


which is 


the God “Who Is”.
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