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How could  we have g o t ten  i t  a l l  so  wrong?  
 

I’ve grown a lot in this, the 67th year of my life. Last February I took a trip to 
Canada to the funeral of a cousin and somehow, someway, something, 
Someone changed me.  
 
About a year ago I began thinking about how broken my life had become. I 
pondered that a lot and wrote my Lenten issue this year “Finding the treasure 
buried beneath our brokenness.”  
 
But that was just the beginning. All of this has led to a new perspective on my 
life, on my faith and my church. 
 
But that new perspective began with a look at old pain. No pain, no gain, they 
always say. I have been working on the first draft of my memoirs this 
summer. It took me a while to muster the courage to go poking around my 
journals over 40 years. I found a lot of pain in those pages and I’ve wondered 
about the fruitfulness of my life and ministry. I have wondered, with all of my 
brokenness, have I managed to be a good priest who has been able to lead 
people to God? 
 
While reading memoirs of all sorts and lives of priests as background for my 
own story, I ran across an insight into my fretfulness in the introduction to 
George Bernanos’ The Diary of a Country Priest. It quotes St. Therese of 
Lisieux as she taught the Carmelite novices: 
 

• Offer to God the sacrifice of never gathering any fruit. If he 
will that throughout your whole life you should feel repugnance 
to suffering and humiliation — if He permit that all the flowers 
of your desires and your good will should fall to the ground 
without any fruit appearing, do not repine. At the hour of 
death, in the twinkling of an eye, He will cause fair fruits to 
ripen on the tree of your soul.  
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Therese died at age 24 in 1897 of tuberculosis. Now, up to this very moment I 
didn’t realize how much I had in common with this young saint. She suffered 
spiritual darkness for the last eighteen months of her life (I – for many years). 
She delighted in her littleness. Well, I don’t exactly delight in mine. I was too 
big for my britches in my early priesthood and being unknown and on the 
margins of church life these days isn’t exactly my cup of tea, but coming 
across this little teaching of Therese’s is helpful. 
 
So that got my curiosity up: Why did Pope John Paul name a very young 
woman with no formal education and no life in the world to be named one of 
the three women doctors of the church? A doctor among only 33 such noted in 
the history of the church! Aren’t you also curious, my dear reader? 
This is what I found: In his book exploring the question of how she was 
chosen for this honor, Father Steven Payne, O.C.D. says, 
 

• We do not find in Thérèse any learned discourses or a deep 
scholarly presentation of the things of God. What we do find, in her 
school copybook, is something much more vital and valuable: a way 
of truth illumined by love [emphasis mine]. We find a new form of 
wisdom, unique in clarity and conviction. It is a wisdom in full 
conformity with the sources of revelation but it excels in its 
simplicity, depth and discernment. It touches the chords of the soul. 
Paul says, in his First Letter to the Corinthians, ‘We teach spiritual 
things spiritually’ (2:13). So, too, does Thérèse. 

 
Her central insight, says Payne, was “the gradual recognition of her own 
radical weakness as creature and her accompanying “rediscovery”... of  a 
God who is all Merciful Love, who calls her to reciprocate that love 
‘infinitely’ by surrendering with the confidence and ‘abandonment’ of a child 
to the activity of God’s love within her, in the smallest details of her life’ (p. 
169). This core insight, which radiated through all her life and thought, has yet 
to be fully received and reflected upon by systematic theologians.” And so, as 
John of the Cross is named the “mystical doctor” and Augustine the “doctor of 
grace,” Therese has been named, the “doctor of love.” 
 
Now I am astonished! This is exactly the heart of my own message and the 
whole reason why I am embarking on writing my memoirs, my own attempt 
to come to grips with my own “radical weakness” and, unlike the Little 
Flower, my own struggle with my sinfulness as it dawns on me that my God 
and my affectionate elder Brother Jesus have been with me through it 
all!!! 
 
This is how God has – and is — transforming me. To realize I am loved, that I 
am worthy. That I am OK. That I love [him]. What Therese is saying sums up 
everything I have to say to you, my dear reader. Everything I want to be. And 
to offer others.  
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The difference between me and Therese, however, is that her story is simple, 
within the walls of her cloister. She is a saint. As for me, on the other hand, 
my life experience has been very complex, convoluted and confounding. I tell 
you! It certainly has been for me as I try to make sense of it as I write! If the 
memoir is to be published, it will be scandalous to some who think priests 
should keep their brokenness to themselves. Remember that Graham Greene’s 
finest novel was The Power and the Glory about a “whiskey priest” who was 
sure his sinfulness would send him to hell. And Bernanos’ novel has the 
young country priest’s telling the story of his own anxiety uttering his last 
words: “grace is everywhere!” 
 
Where Therese and I come together – and where I hope to lead each of you, 
my dear readers — is this: In the gradual recognition of our own weakness, 
our own brokenness, however we name that, we will come to discover a 
God who is all Merciful Love. And more! May we return that love by 
surrendering with the confidence and abandonment of a child (or a beloved) in 
the arms of the Beloved. And still more: May we let God do the acting and 
changing in us – in the smallest details of our lives.  We simply “let go and 
let God.” 
 
Very sadly, most of us never got my  message! We’ve got quite the opposite – 
a God who is out to get us, the traffic cop in the sky, looking down on us to 
see when we’re going to mess up and send us to hell.  
 
The church, very sadly has perpetuated that image of God down through the 
centuries:  Innocent consciences tormented.  Millions of souls anguished. 
Lovely human beings made to feel unworthy of being loved or loving again 
by God or any one else.  Depression and neuroses and anxieties filling 
psychiatrist’s offices. And, even more sadly, it has prevented us from 
accepting responsibility for our adult faith and spirituality. And so few  of us 
have been very interested in getting to know [him] up close and personal!  
And that’s a cryin’ shame! 
 
There are two insidious heresies responsible for this. And the hierarchy itself 
is responsible for perpetuating these. A heresy, to say the least, is “wrong” 
information.” 
 
Manicheeism, an ancient one, is dualism. Splitting 
the world between good / evil, sin / grace, body / soul, 
spirituality / sexuality.  
 
Jansenism permeated the French and Irish churches 
of the 19th century and has spread everywhere.  
Jansenism was similar to the also Rigorist Protestant 
sects of Calvinism and Puritanism.  This rigorist 
influence led to an implicit denial of the Incarnation, 
which had people thinking they had to deny their 
humanity to find their way to the divinity. The irony 
of this is that the Incarnation — the fundamental 
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belief that God took flesh in Jesus — stands at the very heart of our Catholic 
faith. 
 
The primary result of both of these came to us in the attitude that the body is 
at war with the soul and that “sex is evil.”   And religion was at war with sex.
  
Along with the heresy, there was a lot of false spirituality running around our 
church for years. While I was in the seminary, a friend of mine who was 
leaving gave me his “flagellum” because he didn’t know what else to do with 
it. A flagellum is a stick with knotted cords that a person was supposed to use 
to beat the body into subjection. We were taught to fear our bodily emotions 
rather than enjoy them as an essential part of what it means to be human. And 
we’re still doing it! I have finally learned to be comfortable in my body, to 
celebrate and enjoy my “fleshiness (my own incarnation) as God’s gift, a very 
precious gift. 
 
Richard Rohr in his book The Naked Now helps us understand the impact of 
such dualism when he says,  
 

• Dualistic or divided people . . . live in a split and fragmented 
world. They cannot accept or forgive certain parts of themselves. 
They cannot accept that God objectively dwells within them. This 
lack of forgiveness takes the form of a tortured mind, a closed 
heart, or an inability to live calmly and proudly inside your own 
body. The fragmented mind sees parts, not wholes, in itself and 
others, and invariably it creates antagonism, reaction, fear and 
resistance from other people. (p. 160.) 

 
I think you can see how miserable our lives will be if we have this kind of 
attitude toward life. It makes you stop praying, or if you pray, you will never 
have a sense of intimacy with God. You won’t feel God in your heart. You 
will feel ashamed of your slightest, thoughts, feelings and actions. You will 
live your life with a nagging feeling there’s something wrong inside of you / 
with you. You won’t feel comfortable and at home in your own body and you 
won’t have claimed your own soul. 
 
And that leads us to hide our faults, our sins from the light and the possibility 
of growth and change. It leads to a life controlled by fear and shame and guilt. 
What a miserable life might have to think that, because you’ve messed up a 
bit, you might be condemned to the fires of hell for all eternity. 
 
That doesn’t motivate people. If people think that’s what God is about they’re 
going to stay as far away from [him] as they possibly can! 
 
And what’s even worse it teaches us to HATE rather than to love. We’re 
quick to condemn others to hell. 
 
This is the logical consequence of centuries of wrong information known in 
the theology books as Manicheeism and Jansenism. 
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THEY TEACH US TO HATE OURSELVES! 
 
Rohr also speaks of the antidote: 
 

• [There is an] enormous 
breakthrough . . . when you honor and 
accept the divine image within 
yourself, you cannot help but see it in 
everybody else, too, and you know it is 
just as undeserved and unmerited as it 
is in you. That is why you stop judging, 
and that is how you start loving 
unconditionally and without asking 
whether someone is worthy or not.  
Rohr, p. 160. 
 
Now it is this shift of attitude that has been 
gradually occurring in me in the last year as 

I ponder the question of my brokenness, what it means and whether there’s a 
treasure buried within. I have discovered, sinner that I am, broken priest that I 
am, God loves me and I love him.  
 
And not only that, in the present moment, after years of struggling and 
groping in a dark night trying to figure out what God thinks of me or I think of 
myself , I have emerged into joy, into light and into a sense of being affirmed 
and delighted in. 
 
And that is what I want – so very much desire – for you as well, dear reader. I 
want you to be caught up in an intimate love affair with your God that flows 
out as living water from within you. 
 
After this change in me, I “got” the meaning of this Scripture for the first 
time: 
 

Whoeve r  pu t s  h i s  t ru s t  in me,  a s  th e Sc ri ptu re sa ys ,   
r ive rs  o f  l iv ing  wate r  wi l l  f l ow f rom h is  inmost  b eing !  

 (John 7:38) 

 
From within ME!!! And from within YOU to refresh all of your life and your 
relationships. 
 
The “mighty Mississip” begins with a gentle stream 
you can tiptoe across. But it is what I want, pray for, 
hope for. You and I, at least, can refresh a few. If 
we stay connected to the Source. At age 67, I’m still 
a work in progress. And so are you! 
 
These are the headwater in northern Minnesota 
where the mighty river begins its 2,552 meandering journey to the Gulf of Mexico.   



6 

 
I have known Libby  (names are changed) for over twenty years and all 
these years my heart went out to her because she suffered from a terrible 
disease known as “scrupulosity.” 
 
She had a soul that tormented her a hundred times a day and night. She 
worried that she didn’t do enough to prevent her mother-in-law’s death many 
years before. She had confessed it. And again. And again. The other day she 
thought she committed a mortal sin because she said she “had flatulence” and 
enjoyed it! (um - farted -- for us less cultured folk) She actually worried her 
God would send her to hell for that! Seriously! And she would worry that 
whenever she went to confession and she didn’t confess properly, that she left 
something out. 
 
What horrible torment of soul this was for Libby! I tried to help her overcome 
this for many a year. I tried to get her to focus on God’s love and not fear of 
hell. 
 
Libby’s story is one of the sad consequences of some of the heresy that so 
many of us were exposed to as gospel truth all our lives. 
 
If you are a Catholic over the age of 50 you remember that we were told that 
if we ate over a ¼ of a hotdog on Friday we were liable for eternal 
punishment! 
 
Eternal punishment for eating ¼ of a hotdog? No wonder so many have bad 
feelings about God! No wonder so many walked away from the church. That’s 
certainly not the image of God that I have or want to have.  
 
But I did have remnants of that feeling up until last February. And the point of 
this particular issue of Arise is We all do! And it is about time that we cleared 
that damnable heresy from the decks of our pulpits and confessionals and our 
daily examens.  
 
As I was discussing all of this with my friends Chuck and Chris, Christ went 
to her computer and printed this out for me: 

 
We need  to  know how l ove d we  are  by  God 

so  we  can l i ve  ou t  o f  accep tance  
and  no t  fo r  ac cep tance .  

 
Libby and I had the same discussion over and over again for twenty years and 
I would get very frustrated. I received the insight that it was her inability to 
forgive herself that was the issue. And so I prayed very earnestly for her.  And 
then something happened: She was finally able to feel and accept God’s 
forgiveness. And she is trusting me enough to experience for the first time in 
many years a sense of peace and joy and happiness.  
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Luly  is a vivacious sales rep in the store where I buy my printing paper. She 
thought it was cool that I was a priest driving around in a hot Mitsubishi 
Spider and one afternoon she took me aside and told me her story. She was, 
for short, divorced and remarried and had not lightened up the inside of a 
church with her lovely presence for years.  
 
One afternoon she walked me to my car and told me about a problem she was 
having. I said, would you like me to pray for you? She said, Oh, I’ve got to 
get back to work!” She was nervous about the idea of praying. Of talking to 
God. 
 
I said, “Sweetheart, it will just take a minute.” I gently took her hands ) in 
mine (grabbed it, probably; I’m Austrian!) and began, as I always do, 
“Heavenly Father, we praise and thank you for the gift of life you share with 
us” . . . and went on to pray for her specific need. 
 
Well, that was about a year ago. She and I exchange emails. Last week, since I 
hadn’t heard from her for a while, I asked how things were going. 
She sent me this response: 
 

Hi Father Bob, 
 
Things could be worse but ok. My husband was laid off and some days I 
feel as if I have the weight of the world on my shoulders. If you could say 
some prayers for us and my children I would greatly appreciate it. Since 
that day you and I prayed in the parking lot I’ve been doing more and 
more of it. It helps me to get thru most times. 
 
Thank you for being who you are. 
 

I only talk with Luly now and again. But notice that she suffers from the same 
notions about God that Libby had. Luly had given up on the possibility of 
relationship with the church because she was divorced and remarried and, 
because of that, she thought she was not “in good standing” with God either. 
She hasn’t darkened the doors of a church in years. 
 
Neither Libby nor Luly have had any sort of realization of how loved they are 
by God. And that’s a crying shame! Literally! They are just as deserving of 
God’s love as anyone sitting in the front pews of our churches. I wish to 
dedicate the rest of my life helping people like Luly and Libby and so many 
others realize that God loves them with an everlasting love; that we live out of 
acceptance and not for acceptance. 
 
My point, my dear readers, is that we are NOT either / or; we are both / and.  
 
If we have been told that we are “living in sin” then that may stop us from 
opening ourselves up to God’s grace, which he offers to us at every moment.  
 



8 

If we think of ourselves as bad people, then we may not strive to be good. Or 
to pray.   
 
If we are sexual people, we may have abandoned any kind of spirituality. 
 
If we think our body and soul are at war with one another, we will never find 
wholeness – or holiness.  We may look at ourselves – or others -- as filthy or 
evil.  The Christian religion is based on the doctrine of the Incarnation – that 
Jesus became flesh. That flesh and spirit are joined in a sacred union.  
  
God loves each and every one of us uniquely and individually My faith 
conviction thus tells me that I have a unique and personal relationship with 
my Creator, my heavenly Father, that no one else has.  But it is up to us to 
develop it. We have to get to know him, what he has to say to us, what he 
thinks of us, what he would like us to do in this world to advance his plan for 
the world.  
 
God loves us and wants to share intimately in our life. That is the one thing 
that gives our life meaning.  And that is the one thing that Libby and Luly 
didn’t have.  I rejoice that in some small way that I can help them see that they 
are loved and cared for, delighted in and rejoiced in by a God who is not 
interested in shaming us for our mistakes or focusing on our past or berating 
us for messing up.  
  
Jesus tell us wonderful stories about God’s attitude toward us. The prodigal 
Father wastes his love on his wasteful son, throws him a party, and gives him 
a ring (a symbol of specialness indeed, of royalty.) The Shepherd leaves his 
flock in search of the one lost smelly, dirty sheep. He lets a woman sensuously 
dry his feet with her hair.  
 
How could we have spent so much time condemning people to hell? Or 
spewing hateful words at others without realizing that hatred is the sin worst 
of all? 
 
How could we have gotten it all so wrong?  
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Lake Powell, Arizona / March 2008. This image marked a sacred moment for me on my 
pilgrimage to the deserts of Arizona and New Mexico to pray for our country.  I had just 
finished a smooth water raft trip on the Colorado River in Glen Canyon just northeast of the 
Grand Canyon.  Note the red streak inside  the dark lower cloud – it lingered for the longest 
time.  A very  strange luminous experience.  I  am pleased I have an image to share with you. 
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