FROM THE PASTOR: December 27, 2009


I have a friend who is a very successful financial advisor.  However, I’ve had the feeling ever since I’ve known him that he works his “day job” primarily to make it possible for him to do what he really loves: bringing interesting Christians together, and seeing what happens.  He does this in a number of original and inventive ways.

First off, my friend Joe (not his real name) has fully embraced – perhaps even been possessed by?! – modern technology.  In fact, I first met him in connection with his website (http://food4thought.tv/), where he seeks to present good Christian/Catholic music and good Catholic preaching via streaming audio and video.  (A Jesuit peer whose homilies were already being posted there pointed Joe in my direction when I was at Loyola; and if you hunt around the website, you can still find some of my Loyola preaching there…)  Not surprisingly, Joe’s home office looks like a hub for a major internet service provider.  


His basement is wired for his other passion – soft rock and folk music.  Joe has a mixing board and sound system that would be the envy of many a club owner.  He also is able to “cover” musical events in his basement by filming them in state-of-the-art digital video and by photographing them.  Professional-looking prints are, of course, available in a matter of minutes!

I give all that by way of background to explain how I found myself, one evening early this week, at an unusual and delightful event in Joe’s basement in the far suburbs of Philadelphia.  The members of Joe’s adult faith formation group from his parish constituted the core of the “audience.”  But Joe being Joe, he couldn’t resist bringing together bunches of other interesting people, including a deacon from the Boston archdiocese, a parochial vicar from his parish, some ecumenically minded Protestant neighbors, and on and on.  The free will offering, we were told, would go to the support of St. John’s Hospice (which apparently, like so many non-profits, is financially imperiled).  

After a considerable amount of socializing and networking over tons of hors d’oeuvres and beverages – hosted gamely enough by Joe’s wife and kids, who by now seem used to these events! – the thirty or so guests gathered in the “coffee house” atmosphere of the basement for what I have heard (elsewhere) called an “informance.”  The term means “informal performance,” but it also connotes that the event is informative.

The “star” of the evening was one of Joe’s many musical friends: a man named John Smith (no, really!).  John, as he shared with us, grew up in a blue-collar Catholic family in Wisconsin, where he was one of ten children.  He describes himself as a “songwriter, poet, storyteller, and wordsmith” – and from what I saw and heard, he is all of those.  (You can check him out at www.johnsmithmusic.com).  Most of John’s music is not overtly Catholic (like that of, say, John Michael Talbot), or even overtly Christian (like that of Amy Grant); but it is most definitely spiritual.  We heard songs about his first-born grandchild, about his relationship with his wife and his (late) dad, and about his experiences leading tours to Ireland.  Explicit faith peeks out at times in reminiscences of Catholic school, or in song titles like “Gravity of Grace.”

In the middle of the evening, while John took a break, the deacon from Boston (another friend of Joe’s, of course) led a conversation on living faith.  He lamented the fact that for so many “cradle Catholics,” faith remains a “head thing” – a series of “beliefs” (dogmas) to which we give intellectual assent.  His main point – which is near and dear to my heart as well – was that intellectual “beliefs” are not very nourishing or sustaining, especially when life grows dark and challenging.  “Right answers” fall short when they fail to address life’s toughest questions…


Real faith – the kind that feeds the soul and carries us through our deepest episodes of tragedy and challenge – is rooted in an experienced relationship with the living God.  In case we missed that – as humans often have and do – God chose to become Emmanuel, God-With-Us.  The deacon also suggested that our faith doesn’t become fully real until we struggle to articulate it – which was, of course, the very point of the discussion he was leading.  Try articulating the heart of your own faith in a few quick sentences!  It’s a salutary (and challenging) exercise!


But after all, as the Christmastide Mass readings remind us, God articulated his side of the relationship as Word made flesh in Jesus Christ.  Like any lover who risks expressing him or herself to the beloved, God waits with baited breath to see if and how we will respond.  My friend, Joe, responds by finding creative ways to “gather two or three” (or thirty) “in Jesus’ name,” inviting them to discover the Incarnate Christ in their midst.  And you?  What response will you offer to God as “Christmas gift” this year?
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