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A God who gets foolishly close:

“Always fall in love with what you're asked to accept.
Take what is given and make it over your way.... The best way is through.”
—ROBERT FROST

By Pat Malone, SJ

marrow transplant, I left an intensive care isolation unit that

had served as home for three life-saving and life-changing
months. Twenty of us entered that unit. Three of us walked back
into the messy, unpredictable world beyond those protective walls.
The experience convinced me that the fragility and awesomeness
of life was too real, too precious, too holy, to ever take for granted
again. One of the benefits of having a life-threatening disease is
that you want to absorb all that is life-giving. With a grateful heart,
I was eager to take in all the beautiful sights and sounds awaiting
my discovery.

Eleven years ago I was diagnosed with leukemia. After a bone
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Eleven years later, I continue to let petty things get under my skin,
to be hard on myself, to be competitive, to push away those I love,
to be afraid of asking for forgiveness. I continue to try to win my
way into Heaven. Yet, blessedly, there is one difference that pierced
me then and stays with me. It remained when I battled rejection
from the last transplant, when I buried a dear friend who suffered
with AIDS, when I doubted my call to priesthood. Before,

I desperately wanted my faith, my God to raise me - to take me
away from the squalor and bruises. I wanted a God who would
carry me away from the loneliness, the guilt, the weariness.

But now the image that touches me is of
a God who gets foolishly close. So close
that our joys and sorrows, our grief and
anguish are wrapped tightly with His.

So close that we forget His presence.

I have come to believe that this was the
fundamental message and legacy

of Christ's life.

The God/person named Jesus is
remarkable in that He knew the
violence, the nervousness that dwells
within us. He also knew of the deeper
truth, waiting to be born, again and
again. This broken, harsh, and anxious
world is oozing with God. We encounter
this God not only in the gentleness of an
embrace, but also in the wild, grateful
realization that our lives do not belong
to us. —»
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Faith is more than a magical formula for
conquering the worry, regret, shame, and
resentments that cloud our visions, and that
make us cynical, jaded, tired. Having faith
does not remove all traces of self-absorption
and doubt, which are part of the human
condition. Faith does, however, bring us into
the deepest truth of our lives - a truth that,
against evidence to the contrary, says we are
in the image of an unlimited, unrestricted,
unimaginable love. And when we forget that -
as Jesus reminded the religious authorities in
his day - is when religion does become a
shield, a crutch, a closed refuge, instead of a
way to boldly throw ourselves into a harsh
world, where we discover a generous God.

Although I couldn't say so at the time, I was
convinced I had leukemia because I let down
God. Such thinking sounds crazy and naive,
but it felt safer than believing in some
arbitrary, indifferent force - and I wanted a
God who would hear my cries. I wanted a God
who knew I was scared. I wanted a God strong
enough to push that experience away.

Instead, that experience pushed me toward a
beautiful but savage truth, one that carried me
through the ordeal, and one that has stayed
with me. It is this: there is only one action
believers can perform and not be accused of
arrogance, naiveté or delusion. Our only
credible action as believers is to bless this
world. We are to bless it as extravagantly, as
wastefully, as passionately as God has blessed
us. We bless it when we see that our less-than-
stellar life is precisely how God breaks
through. We bless it each time we somehow
rise above our egos and see how frightening
and unjust this world is. We bless it when we
dedicate our lives to showing children how
precious they are and how much promise their
lives hold.

The most healing power on earth appears
when ordinary, blundering, imperfect people,
dismissing all the signs to the contrary, know
they have enormous power to bless this
wounded world. It happens not when we
conquer our fears and moral failures. It
happens when we accept that those very
human traits do not define us. What defines
us, whether we use this language or not, is in
whose image and likeness do we see
ourselves?

“The most healing power on

earth appears when ordinar Y,
blundering, imperfect people,
dismissing all the signs to

the contrar Yy, know they have
enormous power to bless

this wounded world.”

— PAT MALONE, SJ

1t will always be a flawed, sometimes
awkward, sometimes blundering image, a
seemingly feeble image, but one that points us
to a love that comes from beyond us - so it
isn't up to us how it breaks through in this
hungry, unfair world. When we recognize this,
we recognize what sacrament is all about. It is
about letting a very beautiful but ordinary
creation point us to the holy, the absolute in
our lives.

Last year I discovered I have leukemia again.
It reminded me of how scared T am. It also
reminded me of how much I want this human
drama to continue unfolding. I want to
continue discovering the realness that happens
when we try-all of us-to consecrate this world.
I want to continue with strained relationships,
continue to both love and be baffled by a
fallible church, continue to let petty things
upset me, continue to have embarrassments,

continue to make mistakes. Most of all, I want
to continue to find love in spontaneous,
unexpected places. I want all this to continue.
But if it doesn't, I still know that Christ is a
part of the journey.

Christ doesn't numb us to pain; He encounters
it with us. He doesn't weaken our enemies; He
asks that we pray for them. He doesn't fill us

with valor in the face of torment or temptation.

He lets us see the broken face of humanity
through them. That is a God to whom I can
turn and weep, as well as worship on bended
knee. That is a God to whom I can turn for
healing. That is a God, I believe, who rejoices
in the support that has so touchingly
surrounded me and will continue to envelope
me. His message is simple, peaceful,
compelling: Relax. The Kingdom of Love

is yours.

The awareness that has been most intense
about this experience is not that my life may
be shortened or diminished. Those realities
are with us always. What has been most
shattering is how surrounded I am - we all are
- by humans pointing to something

unimaginably good and kind. How invited

we are, through the intervention of ordinary
people, to believe in a bountiful, kind God.
That is what I believe Jesus wanted desperately
to tell a searching humanity. Let God interrupt
us, terrify us, embrace our fragility, our
misfortunes, our hunger to know our place

in this blessed creation.

When we discover this, we know there are
things that are only done for love. That is
why we were created. We know we are always
held, always invited to feel the healing
closeness of Christ. It is hard to logically
explain a religion where we have a God who
gets so absurdly close that the categories
between what is human and what is sacred
are blurred. So incredibly close that we are
forced to discover the face of God in all the
mess of creation, no matter how upsetting or
confusing or abrasive. It is 2 God to whom we
owe nothing, but to whom we can only give
what has been so abundantly given to this
beautiful creation: care, hope, and blessing. ®

Pat Malone is in his final year of theology studies.
His ordination is anticipated in June 2001.

ORDINATION DA Y

Y

SERVES COMMUNION AT HIS JUNE 9 ORDINATION MASS
IN OMAHA, NEBRASKA. NEAL IS CURRENTLY ASSIGNED TO ST. FRANCIS MISSION IN ST.
FRANCIS, SOUTH DAKOTA, WHERE HE IS DOING PASTORAL MINISTRY AMONG THE LAKOTA.

Major Decisions Require a Leap of Faith

Fr. Warren Sazama, SJ

DIRECTOR OF VOCATIONS — WISCONSIN PROVINCE

fascinating job as vocation director,

I'm struck by the degree to which a
vocational decision is ultimately a leap
of faith.

As | begin the second year of this

In his writings, St. Ignatius of Loyola,
the founder of the Jesuits, identified three
common states of mind that dominate the
decision-making times in our lives. In one,
we feel strong inner clarity. In the second,
we feel torn between differing inner
movements, pulled in different directions. In
the third, there’s not much of anything going
on affectively inside, and we really don’t
seem to have a clue.

Most of the approximately 100 men I've
spoken with in the past year about
vocational discernment fall into the second
situation. They feel drawn to be a Jesuit
priest or brother, sometimes strongly so. But
they also feel drawn in other ways as well,
commonly toward marriage and having a
family. And it’s not easy for them to tell to
which vocation God is genuinely calling
them. It can be so difficult that besides my
ongoing work with these men, I pray
regularly that they will find a way to
effectively reach a good decision.

Ignatius gives us some guidance to help
us through the decision-making dilemma.
He suggests that we ultimately try to get in
touch with what we most deeply desire, what
we most deeply want, and how we feel we

can best serve the Lord and God’s people.

Some people, however, are not
completely clear as to what their deepest
desire is. They want it all! And to some
extent, on some level, don’t all of us want it
all? For those people who after trying to
discern God’s will for some time still find
themselves feeling uncertain, I believe their
vocational discernment process comes down
to a need to simply make a decision.

A time of openness to the world’s many
options and possibilities is an important
stage in all of our lives. It's a wonderful part
of our human nature to desire a marriage
partner and have a family. I'd be concerned
if someone considering a religious vocation
had never dealt with this question. However,
if we never decide from among our options,
we run the danger of staying stuck in an
extended adolescence. While not easy, the
commitment to faithfully follow one
particular path inevitably enriches our lives
deeply, though not without tradeoffs. For
example, the commitment to marriage and
raising a family offers deep joy, fulfillment,
and satisfaction, while at the same time
involving sacrifice, challenges, and even
suffering. Similarly, choosing a religious
vocation also involves significant sacrifices,
challenges, and, inevitably, some bad days.
But hopefully this choice, too, involves
incredible richness, joy, fulfillment, and
satisfaction. In fact, I can personally testify
that Jesus wasn’t kidding when he promised
that whoever gives up family for the sake of
the Kingdom of God will be rewarded a
hundredfold in return (see Mt. 19:29).

Remember then, you’re not alone. Most
major decisions (Is this the right person to
marry? Am I choosing the right career? Even,
do I want to be a Jesuit?) involve a leap of
faith. Given that the future inherently offers
uncertainty, there will likely be times of —
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doubt. But at some point, a jurpg
across the river of indecision t
of the options to which we fee
drawn must be made. In time
will know if our decision was t
right one when God confirms i
with a feeling of rightness and
peace even in the midst of

difficulties and challenges.

AN EASY DECISION

| pray every day by name for ¢
men IOm in conversation with
a possible Jesuit vocation, bec
I know that making this leap is
difficult and takes a lot of faith®™ » ™
growth in faith takes prayer. St
pray for each with earnest: Go 4.
bless your discernment prgcess!
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EVENTS

COME AND SEE WEEKEND
AT LOYOLA UNIVERSITY, IN CHICAGO

This weekend goes from 5:00 p.m.
on Friday through lunch on Sunday
and will introduce inquirers about
the Jesuits to a community of young

Jesuits in early faration.

PI1ZZA NIGHT 9:00 p.m.

Infomation evening about Jesuit life
at the Marquette University Jesuit
Community at 1404 W. WisconsireA

DISCERNMENT RETREAT AT
CAMPION HOUSE ON CREIGHTON
UNIVERSITY'S CAMPUS IN OMAHA.

This etreat will begin at 5:00 p.m.
on Saturday and end with lunch on
WednesdayWe will begin with an
introduction to Jesuit life for a day,
PAl gnd then prgess to a silent
hll tenment etreat from Sunday
through Wednesday in which you
will be individually directed
by a Jesuit.

(long Presidents' Day weekend)

DISCERNMENT RETREAT
AT THE JESUITS RETREAT HOUSE
NEAR DENVER.

We will begin at 5:00 p.m. on Friday
and end after lunch on Monday.
You will be individually directed

in a silent discernmenttieat
by a young Jesuit in training.

COME AND SEE WEEKEND AT THE
JESUIT NOVITIATE IN ST. PAUL, MN.

We will begin at 5:00 p.m. on a Friday
to be announced and end with lunch
on Sunday. You will have a chance to
spend the weekend with our Jesuit
novices learning about the first stage
of Jesuit fomation.

COME AND SEE DAYS
AT OUR JESUIREAION SPOT
ON THE CHAIN OF LAKES NEAR
WAURCA, WISCONSIN.

DEEP WTIER PLUS WARM WEATHER ADD UP TO AN EASY CHOICE FQR . |
ou can travel to central Wisconsin
T .
£ Jésuits

AT LEAST ONE VISIT@&ITO OUR JESUIT VACATION SPOT ON THE i2the Appleton airport or by driving,
A NEWSLETTER ABO

CHAIN OF LAKES NEAR WAUPACA, WISCONSIN. THE MEN ON THE RfMfef way arrive in the early evening
WERE AMONG A GROUP CONSIDERING A RELIGIOUS VOCATION WHgaturday and travel back home on

SPENT A WEEKEND THIS PAST SUMMER LEARNING MORE Aoyf/édnesday morning. The days wil
e a chance to learn about Jesuit life
JESUIT LIFE IN THE RELAXED ENVIRONMENT OF LOYOLA VILLA. from young Jestits in training as

A SIMILAR WEEKEND IS PLANNED FOR SUMMER 2001. well as a few more experienced
DETAILS FOR NEXT YEAROS EVENT RIGHT ~ Jesuits in the relaxed atmosphere
of the beautiful lakes of central
Wisconsin.

P EASE MO
It necessary, we can assist with a
candidate@avel costs to events.
Thee are no fees for the events
themselves. Please contact
Fr Waren Sazama, SJ, Jesuit
vocation director for the i$¢onsin
Province if you or someone you
know is interested in any
of these events.

Ongoing Vocation Discern

We will have three discernment groups this year for men considering the
Jesuits in Milwaukee, Omaha, and the Twin Cities. For information about theg

group in Milwaukee, contact Fr. Tim Lannon, SJ at Marquette University
(414-288-6386, timothiannon@ mauette.edu).
-ERr the group in Omaha,contact Fr. Dick Hauser, SJ at Creighton University (4
280-3010, hausersj@creighton.edu). For information about the Twin Cities
group, contact Fr. Peter Etzel, SJ (651-644-9041, etzel@macadektir
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does not remove all traces of self-absorption
and doubt, which are part of the human
condition. Faith does, however, bring us into
the deepest truth of our lives - a truth that,
against evidence to the contrary, says we are
in the image of an unlimited, unrestricted,
unimaginable love. And when we forget that -
as Jesus reminded the religious authorities in
his day - is when religion does become a
shield, a crutch, a closed refuge, instead of a
way to boldly throw ourselves into a harsh
world, where we discover a generous God.

Although I couldn't say so at the time, I was
convinced I had leukemia because I let down
God. Such thinking sounds crazy and naive,
but it felt safer than believing in some
arbitrary, indifferent force - and I wanted a
God who would hear my cries. I wanted a God
who knew I was scared. I wanted a God strong
enough to push that experience away.

Instead, that experience pushed me toward a
beautiful but savage truth, one that carried me
through the ordeal, and one that has stayed
with me. It is this: there is only one action
believers can perform and not be accused of
arrogance, naiveté or delusion. Our only
credible action as believers is to bless this
world. We are to bless it as extravagantly, as
wastefully, as passionately as God has blessed
us. We bless it when we see that our less-than-
stellar life is precisely how God breaks
through. We bless it each time we somehow
rise above our egos and see how frightening
and unjust this world is. We bless it when we
dedicate our lives to showing children how
precious they are and how much promise their
lives hold.

The most healing power on earth appears
when ordinary, blundering, imperfect people,
dismissing all the signs to the contrary, know
they have enormous power to bless this
wounded world. It happens not when we
conquer our fears and moral failures. It
happens when we accept that those very
human traits do not define us. What defines
us, whether we use this language or not, is in
whose image and likeness do we see
ourselves?

“The most healing power on

earth appears when ordinar Y,
blundering, imperfect people,
dismissing all the signs to

the contrar Yy, know they have
enormous power to bless

this wounded world.”

— PAT MALONE, SJ

1t will always be a flawed, sometimes
awkward, sometimes blundering image, a
seemingly feeble image, but one that points us
to a love that comes from beyond us - so it
isn't up to us how it breaks through in this
hungry, unfair world. When we recognize this,
we recognize what sacrament is all about. It is
about letting a very beautiful but ordinary
creation point us to the holy, the absolute in
our lives.

Last year I discovered I have leukemia again.
It reminded me of how scared I am. It also
reminded me of how much I want this human
drama to continue unfolding. I want to
continue discovering the realness that happens
when we try-all of us-to consecrate this world.
I want to continue with strained relationships,
continue to both love and be baffled by a
fallible church, continue to let petty things
upset me, continue to have embarrassments,

continue to make mistakes. Most of all, I want
to continue to find love in spontaneous,
unexpected places. I want all this to continue.
But if it doesn't, I still know that Christ is a
part of the journey.

Christ doesn't numb us to pain; He encounters
it with us. He doesn't weaken our enemies; He
asks that we pray for them. He doesn't fill us
with valor in the face of torment or temptation.
He lets us see the broken face of humanity
through them. That is a God to whom I can
turn and weep, as well as worship on bended
knee. That is a God to whom I can turn for
healing. That is a God, I believe, who rejoices
in the support that has so touchingly
surrounded me and will continue to envelope
me. His message is simple, peaceful,
compelling: Relax. The Kingdom of Love

is yours.

The awareness that has been most intense
about this experience is not that my life may
be shortened or diminished. Those realities
are with us always. What has been most
shattering is how surrounded I am - we all are
- by humans pointing to something
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