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INTIMACY WITH CHRIST!

Our first priority

Opening Song, Hymn: “Veni Creator Spiritus”

We shall begin every meditation by singing one verse of this Hymn and saying a few words of
commentary. The aim is to meditate on the word of God in the light and the anointing of the Holy
Spirit, who “explores the depths of everything” (1 Cor 3:10). For this first meditation it is enough to
say something about the history and the place of this hymn in the life of the Church.

The hymn was composed at the beginning of the ninth century by Rhabanus Maurus, Abbot of
Fulda and later Archbishop of Mainz. He was one of the greatest theologians of his day, and had a
profound knowledge of the writings of the Fathers of the Church. Since then it has resounded
unceasingly like a solemn and extended invocation of the Holy Spirit over the Church and the
whole of humanity. Starting from the early decades of the second millennium, every conclave,
every ecumenical council, every synod, every meeting of any importance in the life of the Church,
every priestly ordination, every consecration of a bishop, and in years gone by, every coronation of
a monarch, began by singing the Veni Creator. Every new year, every new century, has begun with
this song. I still remember St. John Paul II opening the new millennium in St. Peter’s by intoning a
solemn Veni Creator Spiritus.

The Veni Creator has grown through the centuries by virtue of the fact that it has been sung. It has
become charged with all the faith, the devotion, the ardent desire for the Spirit of all the generations
that have sung it before our time. And now, thanks to the communion of saints, when even the most

modest of little choirs of believers sings it, God hears in it the whole of that majestic
“orchestration”.

The words of the Veni Creator condense the very essence of biblical revelation and patristic
tradition concerning the Holy Spirit. On the other hand, precisely because they are derived from the
Scriptures, the words of the hymn provide us with an “open structure”, capable of receiving each
new awareness the Church has in the meantime discovered and experienced, concerning the Spirit.

The Veni Creator is not only a beautiful hymn providing a wealth of inspiring suggestion. It
contains within its poetry a grandiose vision of the Holy Spirit in the history of salvation. It is the
best synthesis we have in the Latin Church on the Holy Spirit and it has the advantage of being
theology at prayer. In it we don’t speak of the Holy Spirit, but zo the Holy Spirit.

kR ok

In the anointing of this “creator Spirit” let us begin now our retreat. Once, an American Capuchin
brother said to me, partly in jest but also somewhat seriously, “I don't think you are as great a
preacher as people say. You have been preaching for so many years to the Roman Curia and I don't
see any conversion taking place there.” I answered, “Brother, I'm too busy trying to convert myself
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than to think I can convert others.” I say the same thing to you. I did not come from Rome to
convert you, but to encourage you, for, right now, that's what you need the most.

The Holy Father asked for my availability to lead a week of spiritual exercises for the Bishop
Conference so that the bishops, far from their daily commitments, in a climate of prayer and silence
and in a personal encounter with the Lord, may receive the strength and light of the Holy Spirit to
find the right solution for the problems that afflict the Church of the United States today. And I
intend to stick firmly to this intention of the pope which, I am sure, was also your intention in
accepting and organizing so eagerly this retreat.

This means that I am not going to talk about pedophilia or give advice about eventual solutions.
That is not my task and I would not have the competence to do it. This is a time for taking a break,
as the psalmist says “away from the strife of tongues” (Ps 31:21), and to listen to the voice of the
Lord of the Church. I am convinced that this approach is the only way to get to the root issues that
the Church is facing, which are both different and deeper than the issues that usually come to mind.

Let us start then our spiritual journey with this intention in mind. The anonymous author of The
Cloud of Unknowing, at the beginning of his treatise on contemplation, gives to his readers an
advice which is fundamental also for making a good retreat. In order to pierce the cloud of
unknowing which exists above us, between us and God, we need to put first “a cloud of forgetting
beneath us”, living aside for a time every problem, project or anxiety we may have at the moment.?
Unless one doesn’t take a strong resolution in this sense it will be very difficult for God to let his
light and consolation come to us and we would waste our time. For once let us ask therefore the
Holy Spirit for an unusual gift, not that of remembering but that of forgetting.

He appointed Twelve

The theme of our retreat is: “He appointed Twelve that they might be with him and he might send
them forth to preach” (Mk 3:14) This compact statement carries a profound theological and
ecclesial impact. It describes the birth of the Church as the community "built upon the foundation of
the apostles..., with Christ Jesus himself as the capstone” (Eph 2:20). By choosing the Twelve,
representing the twelve tribes of Israel, Jesus makes it clear that his work is not destined to end with
himself, but will continue on into history, in a community that is the sequel and the fulfillment of
the history of the People of God.

In this occasion, however, we leave aside the theological meaning of this text and concentrate on
what it says about the mission of the apostles and their successors. “To be with Jesus” and “to

preach the Gospel” — these are the two essential aspects of the apostolic mission that are the theme
of our reflections.

We know from the Gospels what "being with Jesus" meant to the Twelve. It involved leaving one's
home and work to follow him as he moved from place to place, and sharing everything with him:
meals, rest, travels and hardships. In the biblical world, the teacher-disciple relationship was very
different from what it is today. It involved more than just listening to lectures. The disciple actually
went to spend quality time with the teacher; he learned the lessons from watching how the teacher
lived. And that's how it was for the apostles. Theirs was a "seminary on the move" because the
Teacher didn't have a fixed residence.

We ask ourselves: what does "being with Jesus" mean today for the successors of the apostles? The
basic requirement, of course, is to live in a state of grace, with a conscience free of any serious sins.

2 Cf. The Cloud of Unknowing, ch.5.



Nobody can be "with Jesus" while leading a double life, the one that people see, and an entirely
different one that God sees. But that's not enough. Being "with Jesus" means cultivating an intimate
relationship with him, making his presence in our life real and vibrant. Being "with" someone
means far more than just living together, even under the same roof. When we ride a subway we are
surrounded by a mob of people, but we are "with" no one. Being "with" someone means having a
mutually personal relationship, similar to any other encounter between two unique individuals, each
with his or her own insights and experiences.

We need to ask ourselves a question. Is Jesus for us a person, or just a personality, a celebrity, a cult
figure? There's a big difference between the two. Personalities include people like Julius Caesar,
Napoleon, George Washington, or any number of people who have a following today. A personality
is someone whose name is on everyone's tongue, someone you can freely write about or talk about,
but not someone you can talk to or speak with. By way of contrast, a person is someone you can
talk with and speak to.

Unfortunately, for the vast majority of Christians, Jesus is a personality and not a person. He is part
of a set of dogmas, doctrines or heresies. He is the one whose memory we celebrate in the liturgy,
proclaiming the Eucharist as his real presence, but as long as we remain on the "objective" level,
without Jesus becoming "subjective", that is, without developing a personal relationship between
ourselves and himself, he remains external to us, outside of ourselves, something that touches our
minds, but doesn't enter into and warm our hearts. And despite everything, there he remains, a
remnant of the past, because we instinctively place twenty centuries between ourselves and him.

Still, Jesus said: “I am with you always, until the end of the age" (Mt 28:20). After his Resurrection,
Jesus is alive and present "in the Spirit," that is, spiritually present, not physically as he had been
with his apostles. But this new presence is even stronger and more real than his physical presence.
Saint Paul writes: “Even if we once knew Christ according to the flesh, yet now we know him so no
longer" (2 Cor 5:16). This means that this "spiritual" presence is better than the physical presence
that the apostles enjoyed, precisely because it is internal, not external, and thanks to this, Christ is
not only beside us but dwells within us.

In the life of a bishop, having an intimate relationship with Christ must have absolute priority. Great
courage and assurance come to a Christian, and even moreso to a bishop, from doing everything
with Jesus, feeling him present in every situation.“I am with you always” also means “I am with
you in every situation, in every problem." Think of two newlyweds deeply in love with each other.
From the very start of the day, each one is busy, both outside and inside their home, but it is clear
where their heart is and where their thoughts turn as soon as they're free from the demands of the
moment. That's how it must be for us with Jesus. This is a very high goal, and maybe only saints
achieve it. But it is already grace to know that it is possible, and to want it, to steer ourselves toward
it, and to ask the Holy Spirit to help us realize it.

Prayer, the indispensable means

We have arrived at the key point of this first meditation: prayer as the indispensable means for
cultivating a relationship with Jesus. In the gospel there are, so to speak, two Jesuses. On the one
hand, there's the “public” Jesus who casts out demons, preaches the kingdom, works miracles, and
is involved in controversies; and on the other hand, there's the “private” Jesus who is almost hidden
between the lines of the gospel. This latter Jesus is the praying Jesus.

[ say "hidden between the lines" because what gives us a glimpse of him are often just short
sentences, even fragments of sentences. It is very easy to miss these flashes, and to be left unaware



of this “other” Jesus: Jesus at prayer. Luke is the evangelist who takes the most pains in revealing
the Jesus absorbed in prayer.

In chapter 5 of his Gospel we read: “Great crowds assembled to listen to him and to be cured of
their ailments, but he would withdraw to deserted places to pray” (Lk 5:15-16). The use of the
conjunction “but” is very eloquent. It creates a remarkable contrast between the pressing crowds

and Jesus’ determination not to let himself be overwhelmed by them and give up his dialogue with
the Father.

On another occasion, “He [Jesus] departed to the mountain to pray, and he spent the night in
prayer to God. When day came, he called his disciples to himself, and from them he chose
Twelve” (Lk 6:12-13). It is as if what Jesus did during the day was what had been revealed to him
in prayer during the night.

Whenever Jesus prayed something happened to his face and to his entire being. One day Jesus was
praying. Watching him pray, the disciples discovered for the first time what prayer really is. They
came to the realization that they had never really prayed before, and they said, “Lord, teach us to
pray” (Lk 11:1). And so the Our Father came into the world, as a gush of life emanating from
Jesus' prayer into the disciples. And the final trace of seeing Jesus at prayer is the one illuminating
the scene at Gethsemane: “Kneeling, he prayed” (Lk 22:41).

Although the gospel tradition only gives us a glimpse into Jesus' private prayer, we also must take
into account that Jesus, like every other devout Israelite, would also have observed the three
prescribed daily prayer times: at sunrise, during the Temple sacrifice in the afternoon, and at night
before going to bed. Taken together with his thirty years of silence, work, and prayer at Nazareth,
the overall picture of Jesus that emerges is of a contemplative who every so often moves into
action, rather than of a man of action who every once in a while allows himself periods of
contemplation. Prayer was a kind of unbroken infrastructure, the continuous fabric of Jesus’ life,
in which everything else “is bathed.”

Let's move from Jesus’ life to that of the Church. The conciliar texts of Vatican II speak insistently
about the importance of prayer, especially liturgical prayer, in the lives of priests and bishops. I
would like to recall the passage from Acts 6:4. When ministries are being distributed within the
Church, Peter reserves prayer and the proclamation of the word for himself and the other apostles:
“We shall devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.” On that occasion, Peter, or
rather the Holy Spirit speaking through him, laid down a basic principle for the Church: that a

pastor can delegate everything, or nearly everything, to the other people around him, but not
prayer!

Many of the verses describing the institution of deacons in the Book of the Acts of the Apostles
are reminiscent of the institution of judges as described in the Book of Exodus. Let us listen to this
passage because it is very important for the bishops of the Church:

The next day Moses sat in judgment for the people, while they stood around him from
morning until evening. When Moses’ father-in-law saw all that he was doing for the people,
he asked, “What is this business that you are conducting for the people? Why do you sit alone
while all the people have to stand about you from morning till evening? ...What you are doing
1s not wise,...You will surely wear yourself out, both you and these people with you. The task
is too heavy for you; you cannot do it alone. Now, listen to me, and I will give you some
advice, and may God be with you. Act as the people’s representative before God, and bring
their disputes to God. Enlighten them in regard to the statutes and instructions...But you



should also look among all the people for able and God-fearing men, ...Let these render
decisions for the people in all routine cases. Every important case they should refer to you,
but every lesser case they can settle themselves. Lighten your burden by letting them bear it
with you! If you do this, and God so commands you, you will be able to stand the strain, and
all these people, too, will go home content. Moses listened to his father-in-law and did all that
he had said (Ex 18:13-34).

Moses took Jethro’s advice, and out of all the possible tasks, Moses chose to act "as the people’s
representative before God and to bring their problems to God.” This did not prevent Moses from
acting as lawgiver and continuing to be the true leader of the people, but it did establish a priority.

In his book De consideratione, written at the invitation of Pope Eugenius III, St. Bernard applies
this lesson to the life of the pastor of the Church. At a certain point he asks permission to play the
role of Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, and this is what he says to the Pope:

Do not trust too much to your present dispositions; nothing is so fixed in the soul as not
to decay [...] I am afraid that you will despair of an end to the many demands that are
made upon you and will become hardened. [...] It would be much wiser to remove
yourself from these demands even for a while, than to allow yourself to be distracted
by them and led, little by little, where you certainly do not want to go. Where? To a
hard heart [...] This indeed is the state to which these accursed demands can bring you
if you go on as you have begun, to devote yourself totally to them, leaving no time or
energy for yourself [...] Now, since everyone possesses you, make sure that you too
are among the possessors [...] Remember this and, not always, or even often, but at
least sometimes give attention to yourself. Among the many others, or at least after
them, do please have recourse to yourself.”

Jesus taught us that prayer can become a kind of connective tissue of our day. "Pray always
without becoming weary". "Pray without ceasing" (cf. Lk 18:1; 1 Thes 5:17). Saint Augustine says
that prayer does not mean being constantly on our knees or standing with our arms raised to
heaven. There is another kind of prayer, interior prayer, and that is desire. If our desire is con-
tinuous, our prayer will be continuous, too. If we desire God, the rest will follow by God's grace;
even if our tongues fall silent, we will still sing and pray with our hearts. And the reverse is true as

well: Without “desire,” we can cry out as much as we want, but as far as God is concerned, we
might as well be mute?®.

We need to discover and cultivate this prayer of desire. “Desire” means something very deep; it is
the habitual reaching for God, it is the yearning of the entire being, the longing for God. There's a
geological typology known as a "karst phenomenon". When solid rock dissolves, it creates a sort
of underground drainage system. When a river encounters one of these areas, it disappears and
goes underground. Once the bedrock becomes solid again, the river rises to the surface and flows
along in the sunshine. Our prayer needs to become like that. When activity absorbs us more,
prayer must not disappear from existence, it needs to retreat and go on, at a deeper, even if

unconscious, level. Once free from our preoccupations, our prayer then reappears, as it were, to
become conscious and explicit.

We can learn something about prayer from our modern familiarity with computers and internet. As
soon as in my apostolic travels I arrive to a certain destination the first preoccupation is to look for
a connection to internet to get my mail and stay in contact with my home basis. Sometimes this

3 St. Augustine, Letters 130,10 CSEL.44 p.62 £.); On the Psalms., 3714 (CC 38. p. 392).



presents difficulties and you have to try different ways before succeeding. When finally the
liberating page of Google appears on the screen, you feel relieved: you are connected, the whole
virtual world is open for you. This experience has made me reflect. We could connect with another
world, wireless, effortless and free. A short prayer, a simple movement of the heart and we are
connected with the world of God, with the risen Christ, with the world that truly count for us.

However, continuous prayer or the prayer of desire must never make us neglect the vital need we
have for a designated, fixed time for prayer, perhaps going to some solitary place, as Jesus did.
Without time set apart for prayer, “unceasing prayer” or the prayer of the heart would be self-
deception. St. Augustine has written: “Let us pray, therefore, with ceaseless desire springing from
faith, hope and charity. But at fixed times and on given occasions let us pray to God with words,
so that these signs may be an incentive to us and make us realize how much we have progressed in

our desire and urge us on to make it grow in us”.*

I remember speaking about the importance of prayer in the life of a priest when someone objected:
“But, Father, do you know how busy we priests are? How many demands are placed on us? When
the house is on fire, how can we remain calm in prayer?” I answered: “You're right, brother, but
imagine this: firefighters get a call; there's a fire. They race to the scene, with sirens blaring, but
when they arrive, they realize that they have not even a drop of water in their tanks. When we
neglect prayer, we have nothing with which to meet the needs of our people.

One of the critical areas we need to rethink is the relationship between prayer and action. We have
to move beyond juxtaposition to subordination. Juxtaposition is when we pray first, and then we act.
Subordination, on the other hand, is when we pray first and then do what emerges from our
prayer! The apostles and saints prayed in order to know what to do, and not merely before doing
something. For Jesus, praying and acting were not two separate things. He often prayed to the
Father at night and then, when day came, he did what had been revealed to him in prayer... he
chose the Twelve; he set off for Jerusalem; etc.

If we truly believe that God guides the Church with his Spirit and answers when we call, we ought
to take the prayers preceding conferences and meetings much more seriously. There is no rush to
get down to business. We do not get down to business unless some answer has been received by
way of the Bible, or an inspiration, or a prophetic word. When discussion gets bogged down and
no progress is being made, our faith emboldens us to say, “Friends, let's take a short break and see
what light the Lord is willing to throw on our problem!”

Sometimes, even after this, it might look like nothing has changed, everything is as it was before
and no obvious answer has welled up from our prayer; but this is not completely true. By praying,
the problem has been “presented to God,” handed over to God, so to speak (cf. 1 Peter 5:7). We
have stripped ourselves of personal points of view and interests. Whatever decision is made will
be the right one before God. The more time we devote to praying over a problem, the less time
will be needed to solve it.

We need “to restore the power to God™: the power of deciding, the initiative, the freedom to
intervene at whatever moment in the life of his Church. In other words, we need to place our trust
back in God, not in ourselves. The Church is not a rowboat driven forward by the strength and
skill of the arms of those who are in her, but a sailboat driven by the wind which blows it along
“from above.” No one knows "where it comes from or where it goes" (cf. Jn 3:8) — but the wind
is caught by the “sail” of prayer.

4 St. Augustine, Letters 130, 9, 8 (CSEL 44, . p. 60 £)
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Somewhere I read a story that I think applies in an exemplary way to bishops and priests. You may
have already heard it, but it's good to recall on an occasion like this one. It allows us to end on a
lighter note.

One day, an old professor of the School of Public Management in France, was invited to lecture on
the topic of "Efficient Time Management" in front of a group of fifteen executive managers
representing the largest, most successful companies in America.

Standing in front of this group of elite managers he said, "we are going to conduct an experiment.
"From under the table, the professor pulled out a big glass jar and gently placed it in front of him.
Next, he pulled out from under the table a bag of stones, each the size of a tennis ball, and placed
the stones one by one in the jar. He did so until there was no room to add another stone in the jar.
Then the professor asked, "Is the jar full?" The managers replied, "Yes."

The professor paused for a moment and replied, "Really?" Once again, he reached under the table
and pulled out a bag full of pebbles. Carefully, the professor poured the pebbles in, and slightly
rattled the jar, allowing the pebbles to slip through the larger stones until they settled at the bottom.
Again, the professor lifted his gaze to his audience and asked, "Is the jar full?"

At this point, the managers began to understand his intentions. One replied, "apparently not!"
"Correct," replied the old professor, now pulling out a bag of sand from under the table. Cautiously,

the professor poured the sand into the jar. The sand filled up the spaces between the stones and the
pebbles.

Yet again, the professor asked, "Is the jar full?" Without hesitation, the entire group of students
replied in unison, "NO!" "Correct", replied the professor. And the professor reached for the pitcher
of water that was on the table, and poured water into the jar until it was absolutely full. The

professor now lifted his gaze once again and asked, "What great truth can we deduce from this
experiment?"

With his thoughts on the lecture topic, one manager quickly replied, "We learn that, as full as our

schedules may appear, if we only increase our effort, it is always possible to add more meetings and
tasks."

"No", replied the professor. The great truth that we can conclude from this experiment is If we don't
put all the larger stones in the jar first, we will never be able to fit all of them later. What are the
large stones — the priorities — in your life? The important thing is to give priority in your schedule
to these large stones." If we give smaller things in life (the pebbles and sand), our lives will be filled
up with less important things, leaving little or no time for the things in our lives that are most
important to us. Once you identify the large stones in your life, be sure to put them first.

For a bishop or a priest, to put the large stones first in the glass can mean, very concretely, to begin
the day with time for prayer and dialogue with God so that the activities and various commitments
of the day do not end up taking up all our time.
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STAYING WITH JESUS
MEANS GOING THROUGH A RADICAL CONVERSION

In this meditation I'd like to continue our reflection on what it means for the successors of
the apostles, "to stay with Jesus" on a personal and existential level. All four evangelists
underscore the special attention Jesus gave to the formation of the apostles. The central
purpose of that formation was to lead his disciples from thinking according to the way of the

world, to thinking according to God's way — literally, a metanoia, that is, a radical change
of mind.

The Gospel of Mark is especially attentive to this aspect of the ministry of Jesus. The three
central chapters of his Gospel, Chapters 8, 9 and 10, are dedicated to this issue. The fact that
instead of omitting these rather embarrassing stories the apostles wanted them to be
remembered by future generations of believers shoes the importance they attached to the
lessons of the Master. We have heard them countless times, but we can’t avoid meditating
on them in a retreat like this. So let us quickly review them to pull together the essential
teaching of Jesus.

After the confession of Peter at Caesarea Philippi, Jesus started speaking about his imminent
trials; Peter began to rebuke him but Jesus

rebuked Peter and said, 'Get behind me, Satan. You are thinking not as God does,
but as human beings do.! He summoned the crowd with his disciples and said to
them, "Whoever wishes to come after me must deny himself, take up his cross, and
follow me. For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his
life for my sake and that of the gospel will save it" (Mk 8:31-35).

In the following Chapter the lesson continues:

"He was teaching his disciples and telling them, 'The Son of Man is to be handed
over to men and they will kill him, and three days after his death he will rise.' But
they did not understand the saying, and they were afraid to question him.

"They came to Capernaum and, once inside the house, he began to ask them, 'What
were you arguing about on the way?' But they remained silent. They had been
discussing among themselves on the way who was the greatest. Then he sat down,
called the Twelve, and said to them, 'If anyone wishes to be first, he shall be the last
of all and the servant of all”” (Mk 9:31-35).

The lesson reaches its peak in Chapter 10.

"They were on the way, going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus went ahead of them. They
were amazed, and those who followed were afraid. Taking the Twelve aside again, he
began to tell them what was going to happen to him. 'Behold, we are

going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be handed over to the chief priests
and the scribes, and they will condemn him to death and hand him over to the



Gentiles who will mock him, spit upon him, scourge him, and put him to death, but
after three days he will rise” (Mk 10:32- 34).

It is very disconcerting to read what follows. James and John completely miss the Master's
point and ask him to be allowed to sit, one at his right and one at his left, in his glory! But
they were not the only ones to have such ambitions. The other ten “became indignant at
James and John.” Why? Because they had the same aspirations! Here, for the first time, we
have a candid manifestation of what will later become known as ecclesiastical careerism.
The answer of Jesus contains a complete “inversion of values” in the history of the world:

"Jesus summoned them and said to them, 'You know that those who are recognized
as rulers over the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones make their authority
over them felt. But it shall not be so among you. Rather, whoever wishes to be great
among you will be your servant; whoever wishes to be first among you will be the
slave of all. For the Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve and to give his
life as a ransom for many” (Mk 10:42-45).

Frederick Nietzsche reacted to this and criticized Jesus for introducing the cancer of
pusillanimity into humankind, discouraging people from aspiring to do great things and to
excel. But Nietzsche was completely mistaken, even from a purely literal point of view.
Jesus does not forbid his disciples to aspire to greatness or to want to be first. In fact he
says: “whoever wishes to be great among you,” “whoever wishes to be first.” So, it is OK to
want to be great and even to want to be first. But the way of achieving that goal is what has
changed, from climbing over people in order to dominate, to serving others out of love.
Hitler embodied the ideal of Nietzsche, Mother Theresa of Calcutta the ideal of Jesus, and
even the secular world recognizes where true greatness lies.

Lest we be mistaken about the mind of Jesus, we need to clarify what the expression “to
deny oneself” (cf. Mt 16:24) really means. What do these words tell us? They tell us that if I
want to follow Christ I must not side with myself or defend myself or my nature, or cling to
myself in an attempt to make my life more secure. On the contrary, I must deny myself and
my natural tendencies, renounce myself in an openness to God, until death. Denial is never
an end in itself, nor is it an ideal in itself. The most important thing is the positive aspect: “If
anyone wants to come after me;” it is to follow Christ. To say "no" to oneself is the means;
to say "yes" to Christ is the end. Take up our cross and follow Jesus: Where? to Calvary?
No! Calvary is not the finish line; the resurrection is!

This saying of Jesus goes to the heart of the matter. It’s a question of knowing what we
want to build our existence on, whether it’s on one's self or on Christ; of knowing who we
want to live for, whether it’s for ourselves or for the Lord. This is a dramatic choice we see
in the lives of the martyrs. On one particular day they found themselves in a situation of
either denying themselves or denying Christ. In a somewhat different way, every disciple
faces the same choice every day and even at every moment.

Christian asceticism, therefore, is substantially much more than renunciation. It’s much
more than self-inflicted suffering. It means putting off the dirty rags of our sinful nature and
restoring in us the beautiful image of God, like removing the rust to let the real metal shine



again. The amount of joy we can experience in life is in proportion to the object of the
choices we make. If we choose ourselves, we would have a very miserable source of
nourishment, a dry nursemaid, "broken cisterns that cannot hold water," as Jeremiah calls

them (Jer 2:13). But if we choose Christ, we have chosen the source of eternal and endless
joy because he is risen!

Back to us!

Let us turn our attention from the apostles, back to ourselves. Since it's rooted in our fallen
human nature, the struggle is the same for us as for the apostles. Our natural inclination is to
dominate rather than to serve. One of the most illustrious scholars of ecclesiology at the
time of the Vatican Council, Louis Bouyer, pointed to the abandonment of the evangelical
concept of spiritual potestas as service, and its slow assimilation to the worldly idea of
dominion. He described it as the true cancer that has afflicted the life of the Church, causing
endless conflicts between popes and emperors, between popes and councils, and between
popes and local bishops. Schisms are the most harmful consequence of this “secularization
of ecclesiastical authority”.! Reading the Syriac Constitutions of the Apostles and other
liturgical and disciplinary books, we see how the local bishop, already in the fourth century,
was transformed into a dominus, a lord, on whose will everything depended. I won't even
mention what came later in the history of the Church.

We are overwhelmed nowadays by the moral scandals involving the clergy, and rightly so;
but we fail to see how much more gospel-like and humble the Church of Christ has become,
how more free from worldly power. I would even say that, in some respects, this is a
"golden age" compared to past centuries when many bishops were more concerned about
governing their territory than caring for the flock. In the past, to be a bishop was an honor;
today it is a burden. In Italian the two words are very similar: honor is onore, burden is
onere. But precisely because of that there is more merit in being a bishop nowadays than in
all the past centuries, with the exception perhaps of the first three centuries when bishops
stood first in line for martyrdom. Today we can repeat without reserve what St. Paul wrote
to Timothy: “If anyone aspires to the office of bishop, he desires a noble task”, “bonum
opus desiderat” (1 Tm 3:1, Vulgate). A noble task because a demanding task!

But we should not deceive ourselves. The struggle is not over. Human nature has remained
the same. Maybe the temptation is more subtle nowadays. The battlefield is in the heart and
mind of each person more than in the external, public arena. Ambition, careerism, desire for

promotion and prestige are present at every level of Church life, not just among the ranks of
the hierarchy. Blaise Pascal once wrote:

Vanity is so deeply rooted in the heart of man that a soldier, a churl, a cook, a
picklock, boast and wanty have admirers; and philosophers expect to have them too;
and those who write against them want to enjoy the reputation of writing well; and
those who read them want to enjoy the notoriety of having read them; and I, who am
writing this, have perhaps the same desire; and perhaps those who will read it.?

VL. Bouyer, L 'Eglise de Dieu, du Cerf, Paris 1970.

? Blaise Pascal, Pascal’s Pensées, trans. Martin Turnell (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1962), p. 134; Braunschweig
ed., #150.

































































































































































































































