FROM THE PASTOR: May 23, 2010


Fr. Jim Martin, S.J., a Philadelphia-area native who spoke about saints here at OSJ last year, has published a new book: The Jesuit Guide to (Almost) Everything.  I have to say that I am not wild about the title – it will only serve to confirm the convictions of our detractors who accuse us Jesuits of being arrogant and condescending!  I haven’t got to the book yet myself – too many e-mails, phone calls, and other books on my desk – but several people have told me that it is (typical of Fr. Jim) well-written, entertaining, and helpful.


What did catch my eye and what is prompting this column is an article based on the book which Fr. Jim wrote for the Huffington Post online on May 14 (http://www.huffingtonpost.com/).  There, Martin notes how many “atheists” and “agnostics” say: "If only I could experience God, then I could believe."  Articulating anew what is a very old Catholic response, Fr. Jim argues that the DESIRE for God which is hidden in the atheists’ complaint is itself a divine communication, a striving on God’s part to get our attention.  Martin goes on to say: “How else could God call to us if not interiorly?”

In the Huffington piece, Fr. Martin goes on to argue that God’s ANSWERS to our prayers are also most often communicated from within.  He describes the experience he calls “exaltation”: “You are in the middle of a prayer, or are in the middle of a worship service, or are listening to a piece of music, and suddenly you feel overwhelmed by feelings of beauty or clarity. We are lifted up and desire more.”  Martin also describes the experience which he names “clarity.”  He illustrates with a personal example, remembering how, on the day of his priestly ordination, he entered the church where the ceremony would take place a few hours later.  “The choir was rehearsing, and as [he] stood in the empty church, which would soon be filled with friends and family, [he] thought, ‘This is right where I should be.’”


Martin concludes the article by asserting that in such moments of exaltation and clarity, “we become aware of our longing for God, and in such moments...God call[s] to us.”  Not only is this an hodox and ancient Catholic belief; it also resonates especially deeply with Jesuits and their lay colleagues who share Ignatian spirituality.  The faith vision of St. Ignatius Loyola was and is very Christ-centered, and more than that, very incarnational.  BECAUSE the second person of the Trinity took flesh and became human, all of creation is transformed – or at least, it is open to transformation.  We have not yet gotten back to Eden before the Fall, when God’s “original grace” and harmony reigned over all things; but we are working toward it, “co-laboring” with God to transform the cosmos into the reign of God which was initiated by the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.


These are the theological and spiritual foundations which lie beneath the Jesuit dictum “Finding God in All Things.”  Fully embraced, this Ignatian spirituality no longer believes in “mere” coincidences; instead, it sees everyday realities and experiences as signposts and messages which are used by the provident hand of God.  It is also a spirituality which breaks down the “barriers” between sacred and secular.  The impetus for or the answer to prayer may come on a billboard, or through a popular song on the radio.  God may speak through a friend over coffee, or through a novel you are reading.  It is the Spirit, the promised “Advocate” of today’s Pentecost Gospel, who helps us to discern God’s “still, small voice” speaking within us.

Is it any surprise, then, that Jesuits and their colleagues should trust the use of the human imagination in prayer?  Having designed us with an imagination, why would God not speak to us through it?  (Doesn’t the Spirit speak to us also through the imaginations of artists and musicians and writers and film makers, particularly when they address religious and spiritual themes through their art forms?)  


I am reminded of one of my favorite passages from the play “St. Joan” (by the “agnostic,” George Bernard Shaw, who in the play beautifully understands and depicts heroic sanctity!).  Early in the play, the 15-year old Joan of Arc, an uneducated farm girl, comes to inform the generals of the French army that God has instructed her – through the voices of Sts. Michael and Catherine, speaking in her heart – to don armor and take command of the French army.  Under her leadership, they are to drive out the British and to liberate France.  The coarse, battle-hardened officers are understandably skeptical; in fact, they simply assume that she is mad.  The senior general scoffs: “Those voices are just your imagination!”  To his astonishment and chagrin, Joan responds: “Well, of course they’re my imagination!  How else should God speak to us?!”  How indeed?  It’s Pentecost.  Invite the Spirit into your imagination and see what happens!
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