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Dear Friends of St. Anselm’s,
As we near the end of what has been one of the most unusual years in the history of 

our country and of the world, I am reminded of the cover story in an issue of America 
magazine last spring titled “We’re All Monks Now.” The author was, of course, 
referring to the way in which people around the globe have been required to remain 
in their residence for extended periods of time. For many this has been a very serious 
trial, especially if they live alone and so did not have the possibility of even being with 
another member of their household. While the pandemic has been challenging even for 
us who are monks, not least because it has severely cut back on the times when we could 
be with friends living outside the monastery and when they could attend services in our 
abbey church, the enforced isolation has actually been in accord with those passages in 
the Rule of St Benedict where our founder mentions the problems that can arise when 
monks leave the monastic precincts. For those of us who have professed monastic vows, 
“staying home” is actually not all that strange. 

Even though our contacts with the many friends of our community have been reduced 
in number and perhaps also in quality, we have nevertheless been gratified to hear from 
so many who have regularly participated in the live streaming of our liturgies. With 
helpful input from viewers, we gradually learned of ways to improve this streaming and 
will almost certainly continue it for the sake of those who for one reason or another are 
not able to attend services in person.

We wish you a blessed Christmastide and New Year. May we keep one another in 
prayer, along with the many people of our world who may feel they have no one to care 
for or pray for them.

The Monks of St. Anselm’s Abbey
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The Chronicler’s Column
Like so many other communities, St Anselm’s has 

had to postpone or cancel a number of events that 
would otherwise have been covered in this column. 
Much planning had gone into what would have been 
our seventh annual symposium, which this year 
was going to include persons of various religious 
traditions who regularly engage in one or another 
kind of meditation or contemplative practice. They 
would have shared their spiritual experiences so 
that everyone present could learn from and encour-
age one another. If health concerns about Covid-19 
are no longer a deterrent in 2021, we will then put 
to good use the plans we were not able to carry out 
this year. The pandemic did not, however, preclude 
some modest growth in our oblate and monastic 
community. Michael Cina made his oblation after a 
year of novitiate training, and some months later we 
happily approved the application of Phillip Morales 
to begin postulancy in our monastic community. 
Phillip grew up in Illinois but has been living and 
working in Stafford, Virginia for the past few years.

Our annual community retreat during the third 
week of August was led by Abbot Placid Solari of 
Belmont Abbey in North Carolina. His conferences 
drew on his years of experience in monastic life and 
were well received by our monks. We were at first 
a bit surprised when he concluded his opening talk 
by asking for any comments or questions, some-
thing that previous retreat masters had never done, 
but after subsequent conferences his offer was taken 
up and various members of the community of-
fered their own reflections on whatever topic Abbot 
Placid had just presented. Some of the graduates of 
our high school have gone on to receive their under-
graduate education at the college run by Belmont 
Abbey, so we were especially pleased to learn that 
enrollment has remained strong there, despite the 

challenges that the pandemic has raised for schools 
throughout the country.

Not surprisingly, the pandemic has cut back on 
the number and kinds of activities of our monks. 
Meetings both in the United States and abroad that 
would normally have been attended in person were 
canceled, and travel even within the metropolitan 
area has been significantly curtailed because of the 
restrictions mandated by the DC government and the 
archdiocese. Work has continued, however, though 
often in a scaled-back way. For some weeks our prior, 
Fr Philip Simo, was not performing his usual duties 
as chaplain at the nearby Jeanne Jugan Residence, run 
by the Little Sisters of the Poor, but in recent months 
he has resumed going over there five days a week. 
He also continues to be in charge of our intentional 
lay community, which currently has six young men 
living at the monastery as they discern their calling 
in life. They meet regularly with Fr Philip, either as a 
group or for one-on-one conversations, and some of 
them have volunteered to take on some of the weekly 
community duties that in the past have been done ex-
clusively by monks, such as being lector or server at 
mass or table reader during the main meal.

In last year’s column we noted that Fr Joseph 
Jensen had celebrated the sixty-fifth anniversary 
of his priestly ordination. His bimonthly Scripture 
classes with our oblates have been on hold during 
the pandemic, but he continues to pursue the schol-
arly work that has engaged him for decades. In 
August he sent to Liturgical Press the material for 
the third edition of his widely used textbook on the 
Old Testament, God’s Word to Israel, and as soon as 
he had delivered that to the publisher he wrote the 
article on the prophet Jeremiah that appears in this 
issue of our newsletter. Then, having turned in that 
article, Fr Joseph began work on another book, this 



one on the theme of “story in the Old Testament,” 
about which he taught courses at the Catholic 
University of America for many years. He is a living 
definition of indefatigability as well as of faithful 
dedication to the Benedictine way of life.

Fr Michael Hall, one of our two headmasters 
emeriti, continues to teach in two departments in 
our school—social studies and religion—and like-
wise serves as school chaplain. Fr Michael also 
assists our campus minister, John Goldberg, in var-
ious ways. While his usual weekend ministry at 
Nativity Parish was curtailed during the pandemic, 
he has continued offering Mass a couple times each 
week for the Daughters of Charity at Elizabeth Seton 
High School in Bladensburg, Maryland.

Although Fr Christopher Wyvill joined our com-
munity somewhat later than Fr Michael, their time 
in the novitiate overlapped for about eight months 
and they were ordained to the priesthood on the 
same wintry day in 1965. Of the many hats that Fr 
Christopher has worn here since that day, he cur-
rently wears that of guestmaster. One of the effects 
of the pandemic is that we have not been able to 
accommodate more than one overnight guest at a 
time, but those who have come often write notes 
to the abbot expressing their deep gratitude for the 
care that Fr Christopher takes for their every need 
during their time in the monastery.

Our other headmaster emeritus, Fr Peter Weigand, 
was not able this past summer to make his annual 
visits to alumni in different parts of the country, 
although he was able to visit his two siblings in 
Minnesota and Wisconsin for a few days in early 
summer. Since then he has been involved in helping 
our new headmaster, Dr James Power, adapt to the 
many challenges that this school year presents. One 
major challenge is that both faculty and students 
have had to turn to distance learning from the very 
beginning of the fall semester, even as they were pre-
paring for in-person classes, at least in some hybrid 

model that would have some classes remain online. 
Fr Peter was also busy throughout the fall with ar-
rangements for our annual fund-raising gala, which 
this year had to be held in virtual mode.

The only member of our community not residing 
at the abbey is Fr Paul McKane, who was pastor of 
the parish of St Mark in Belt, Montana for many years 
until his retirement last year. He now lives in the town 
of Sheridan, Montana, where he leads discussion of 
different books of Scripture with adults, visits the 
sick, plants trees, shrubs, and flowers around his res-
idence, and has been working on a series of about a 
hundred poems called “From late summer into fall.”

Our director of oblates, Fr Boniface von Nell, was 
prevented by the pandemic from giving many of his 
monthly conferences in person, but he made up for 
this in the best possible way by remaining in contact 
by email. This issue of our newsletter contains the text 
of a conference that he sent to the oblates in early May. 
He continues to serve as our abbey librarian and, as in 
all recent years, has prepared the icon reproduced on 
our Christmas card this year.

Fr Gabriel Myers, our bursar, writes: Whenever I 
write a story, I change details and alter events. I hope 
to give life-truths, not journalistic accuracy. It is al-
ways autobiographical fiction. So it is with my story 
found elsewhere in this newsletter. The night was cold 
but my host gave me a decent guest room! However, 
the beauty of Kristen’s singing is just as I describe, 
and the real Kristen kindly gave permission to print 
the story. You can see and hear her at the website of 
Kristen Dubenion-Smith. Also, on YouTube she sings 
Amazing Grace, Leonard Cohen’s Hallelujah, Bach’s 
Erbarme Dich, and Somewhere Over the Rainbow—in 
three parts! Such videos are a blessing in a time when 
we mourn the absence of live performance.

Also contributing an article to this newsletter is Br 
Dunstan Robidoux. He has been leading a seminar 
on Islam with some other members of our Lonergan 
Institute and so decided to bring together in his 
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article some of what they have learned about that 
religion and how its understanding of law differs 
from what we are used to in the West. Br Dunstan 
also serves as our sacristan and frequently drives 
one or another monk to medical appointments.

In addition to serving as an editor of this news-
letter, Br Matthew Nylund continues to choose 
excellent readings for use at Vespers every evening. 
The pandemic has curtailed his teaching of Spanish 
to transfer students until it will again be safe to 
teach classes in person.

Br Ignacio González is busy taking courses in the-
ology, now at Catholic University instead of at the 
Dominican House of Studies, where he had begun 
these studies. He has also been working on talks to 
give to Benedictine Sisters in the Rio Grande Valley 
of his native state of Texas. At the time this column is 
being written, he is hopeful that he will be able to give 
those conferences in person shortly before Christmas.

For several years now, Fr Samuel Springuel 
has been among those representing the abbey at 
the annual meetings of the Fellowship of Catholic 
University Students (FOCUS), but this winter the 
meeting will have to be held online, just as the classes 
he teaches in robotics and computer science were 
taught online from the beginning of the semester. In 
addition to using his manual skills to prepare boards 
from trees that have fallen in our woods, Fr Samuel 
has also been reading a number of books to bet-
ter prepare him to serve as our novice master. Once 
meetings of formation personnel are again being held 
in person, he will be attending some of these.

The person writing this column, Abbot James 
Wiseman, has been participating in meetings of su-
periors in our English Benedictine Congregation via 
Zoom, which works reasonably well both for that 
and for the religion course that he has been teach-
ing in our school. He has been blessed with having 
extraordinarily diligent and cooperative students, 
which keeps him always eager to learn new things to 

pass on to his class, which this semester is focusing 
on religious and ethical themes in modern literature.

While this concludes a series of brief comments 
about those who are already members of our com-
munity, we currently have two other Benedictines 
living with us. Br John Baptist Santa Ana is a monk 

James Wiseman, osb

of St Andrew’s Abbey in Valyermo, California and 
is taking theology courses here in Washington at the 
nearby Dominican House of Studies. Also in res-
idence is Fr John McCusker, who originally made 
his profession at St Louis Abbey in Missouri and is 
now pursuing the possibility of transferring to our 
own community. During his time here Fr John has 
been helping with our garden, library, and website 
and has also been doing some research and writ-
ing in sacramental theology. In addition, he wrote a 
piece for this newsletter on “tuning in to God.”  Its 
interesting introduction will inform you about the 
predecessor of the famous Ford F-150 pick-up truck, 
which some of us wrongly assumed has been around 
forever. And for those of you adept at social media, 
you will want to know that he has arranged for the 
abbey to have a new Twitter account (@anselms_st) 
and one for Instagram (@stanselmsabbey). 

Brother John Baptist finds ample opportunities to use 
his skateboard in the capital city.



experiences and attitudes towards death, dying and 
eternity. I recommend the book, but it is perhaps 
best read after our present crisis is over.

St Benedict advised his monks “to keep death be-
fore one’s eyes daily” (RB 4.47). This Memento Mori 
is not meant to be something depressing but a joyful 
looking forward not only to our union with Christ, 
a union for which we have been created, but also to 
his coming in glory. This, of course, is the goal not 
only of the monastic but of every Christian. One has 
only to think of St Francis welcoming “Sister Death.”

St Benedict did not intend his disciples to be mor-
bid or to reject the joys and goodness of life. Rather, 
these are to be seen as symbols and foretastes of the 
incomparable goodness and beauty of the life which 
we are destined to share with God: “What eye has 
not seen, and ear has not heard, and what has not 
entered the human heart, what God has prepared 
for those who love him” (1 Cor. 2:9). This is the re-
ality before which all else is shadow and promise.

That momentary clutch at my heart when I first 
opened the package showed me how far I am from 
realizing that ideal in my own life. Unguarded mo-
ments like that tell us much about ourselves, not for 
discouragement but to show us how much we need 
God’s help as we journey on our way. 

In the same fourth chapter of the Rule, St Benedict 
admonishes us in verse 41 “to put one’s trust in God” 
and in verse 73 “never to despair of God’s mercy.” 
This goes to the very root of the Rule, the core of 
the gospel, for it refers us to God’s infinite love for 
us. It acknowledges that an all-loving God is also 
all-wise, that this God loves us with an infinite, pas-
sionate love, a love that is impossible for us creatures 

Some Easter Musings
(a conference given to our oblates on May 3, 2020)

Just before Easter, as the “Lockdown” was taking 
place, I received a package from Amazon. I tore it 
open and drew out a book. The title startled me: A 
Time to Die. On the cover was a picture of a brown-
clad monk, hood pulled over his face, looking down 
at a skull in his hands. I remember how startled I was 
as I read the title, especially in light of the coronavi-

rus taking hold of the 
country. I could find no 
evidence of who had 
sent me the book. My 
friend Rick, who often 
sends me books, sends 
them to me on Kindle 
because he knows the 
problems I have with 
my eyesight. All sorts 
of thoughts flashed 
through my mind? Was 

this title prophetic? Was I being warned? Its myste-
rious appearance heightened my foreboding.

I hurriedly shoved the book back in its bag. The 
next day I reexamined the book and the bag it had 
come in. To my relief, a slip of paper fell out of the 
bag, telling me that the book was indeed a gift from 
my friend Rick. With that, the mystery was gone. He 
must have pushed the wrong button and ordered 
the paperback edition instead of the Kindle version. 

At this point I was intrigued and ordered the 
Kindle version for myself. It is a good book. The 
author, Nicolas Diat, visited several French mon-
asteries, including Solesmes and the Grande 
Chartreuse, and spoke to the infirmarians and 
monks on the threshold of eternal life about their 

Father Boniface
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to comprehend. We are called not so much to under-
stand as to accept it into our hearts and lives.

The example the Father gave to show concretely 
the extent of his love for us is that the Son, the Word, 
took on our mortal flesh as one of us, divine yes, 
but also human in every respect but sin—like us in 
every way. His redeeming suffering and death were 
not make-believe, but horrible torture. I doubt that 
any of us could look on the dreadful cruelty he suf-
fered and not be moved. I know I can’t.

The powers of hell rejoiced when Jesus was tor-
tured and died. This was the end once and for all of 
the One who threatened to put an end to the king-
dom of darkness and to undo their destruction. And 
what happened? The very cross with which he was 
put to death became a sword in his hands by which 
Jesus routed the powers of hell. And every time in 
our lives we take the crosses that come into our lives 
and join them with his, we share with Jesus in his 
victory, and the world is once more turned upside 
down. That victory may not be apparent to us im-
mediately. We, like Jesus, may have to remain with 
him in the tomb for three days, but resurrection will 
come! That is the Easter message. The resurrection 
and Easter victory are not just for Jesus; they are for 
us also. Love, divine love, does such things.

I love those Easter stories. They are filled with 
joy, exultation, and a playfulness that regrettably 
we don’t always associate with the divine. But it is 
there to challenge us even in our darkest moments. 
Take the story of the two disciples on their way to 
Emmaus. I picture Jesus as chuckling, if not laugh-
ing out loud, as he approaches the two downcast 
men. And then comes his casual question: “What 
things?” And the answer that eventually follows 
their sincere but foolish questions: “How stupid can 
you be? In what corner of Jerusalem were you sleep-
ing when they tried and crucified one we thought 
was from God, come to rescue us? How dense can 
you be?” How Jesus must have laughed to himself.

Casually, without their even noticing it, he taught 
them, as he continued his ministry of the Word and 
as he still continues that ministry to each of us as we 
journey on our way. Ultimately they reach their des-
tination and with hearts that recognized that voice, 
even if their minds did not, they invited him to stay 
with them. His love had begun to change them even 
if the two didn’t recognize it yet. The rest is history: 
how the scales fell from their eyes at the breaking of 
the bread and their mad dash to Jerusalem to share 
the good news with the rest. The resurrection is for 
us as it was for Jesus. Christ’s joy, his victory is for 
us even in the midst of what seems like bad news.

St Benedict urges his followers “to put one’s trust 
in God” and “never to despair of God’s mercy” (RB 
4: 41,73). When the cross is ours, as it was for Jesus, 
the suffering is real, as is the temptation to try to turn 
from the crucified One. But Christ is there to uphold 
us. That’s why it’s always so important to invite him 
in, to share our lives with him: “Stay with us, for it 
is nearly evening and the day is almost over.” When 
we extend our invitation to Christ, then love, divine 
love, enters in.

We have been given the Sunday after Easter as 
“Divine Mercy Sunday.” It is given us so that we 
might again meditate on God’s enduring love for us 
no matter how stark the darkness that seems to sur-
round us. At its very core is a trust in God’s love. 
Our own trust has been broken so many times that 
often enough it has become difficult for us. We have 
become cautious and tentative in our dealings with 
others. And we, fragile and limited beings, need a 
certain amount of that in our dealings with others, 
who are just as fragile and limited as we are. But in 
the presence of God we are like little children who 
not only depend on but limitlessly trust in the good-
ness of their parents. Because we are speaking of 
God’s love for us, we are speaking of infinite, pas-
sionate love and mercy for each one of us. This is 
what the cross and resurrection proclaim.



The message of divine mercy, the message of the 
cross and resurrection involves us in another way. 
Just as we are the objects of God’s divine love and 
mercy, so we need to extend it to others. This is the 
message of the gospel as well as part of the mes-
sage of Mercy Sunday. By extending that mercy and 
love to others, we share in bringing the gospel to 
the world. It is through God’s love that the world 
will be converted. And we are to be his witnesses, 
the channels of God’s love to the ends of the world.

This was brought home to me forcibly in a talk by 
a Polish sister, a member of Sr Faustina’s own order 
that I found on the internet. It was during the war 
and people were rounded up to be sent to the infa-
mous concentration camp at Auschwitz. One day 
the Nazis came and rounded up all the Jesuits in the 
nearby city and took them to that camp. The supe-
rior, who was not home at the time, was so distraught 
when he found out what happened that he made up 
his mind to join his brothers. He managed somehow 
to get past the guards and find his fellow Jesuits.

But he was discovered and brought to the com-
mandant, Rudolf Hoess. The latter was so cruel 
that he was simply referred to as “the animal.” 
The guards thought that “the animal” would make 
short work of him. To their surprise, Hoess let him 
go. At the end of the war, Hoess was captured and 
turned over to the Polish government. Hoess was 
in absolute terror. He did not fear death, but he 
feared the torture the Polish guards would inflict 
on him in retaliation. But much to his surprise they 
did not retaliate but instead treated him with kind-
ness, and that kindness became the catalyst for his 

conversion. He asked for a priest to make his con-
fession, for he had been raised a Catholic. No priest 
could be found. At last he remembered the name of 
the Jesuit whom some years before he had let go. 
Would this priest be willing to hear his confession? 
The Jesuit did indeed come and reconciled Hoess to 
Christ and the church. The priest came once more to 
bring him Communion. It was said that Hoess re-
ceived Communion kneeling on the prison floor, his 
face glowing like that of a child’s. He was executed 
for his crimes by hanging on April 16, 1947. Before 
his death, he publicly recognized the enormity of 
his crimes and asked forgiveness. The mercy and 
kindness of the guards were a channel for the mercy 
and kindness of Christ.

There are many ways we can offer the love and 
mercy of God to others. Most of them are small, al-
most insignificant in our eyes, but big in the eyes of 
the Lord. Each time we show love and mercy we ex-
hibit the love of God.

The pandemic gives us many opportunities to 
show love and kindness. I was happy to see how 
members of the oblate community have been reach-
ing out to help others in need. 

SOME QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION:
What opportunities do I have to show God’s love to oth-

ers, especially in small ways? How has my trust suffered 
and been damaged in the course of my life? Do I pray that 
God’s love will heal me? Are there others in my life who 
have shown me God’s love? Do I trust God to love me as 
I am with all my imperfections as well as the good that I 
see in me?  

boniface von nell, osb
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John 3:1; 4:16), then we can realize that our Father 
wants to talk with us. This is, after all, what prayer 
is—lifting the mind and heart to God. And if our 
prayer is going to be complete, it can’t be just one-
sided: me telling God what I need, what needs to 
change around me, or even a one-way street of 
praising and thanking him. Any authentic relation-
ship needs two-way, reciprocal conversation. For us, 
that means learning to hear and follow God’s voice. 
Jesus calls us his sheep, who recognize the voice of 
the Good Shepherd: “the sheep hear his voice, as he 
calls his own sheep by name and leads them out… 
the sheep follow him, because they recognize his 
voice” (John 10:3-4).

So how does God speak to us, each of us, person-
ally? Well, maybe the better question is: how does 
God not speak to us? 

He certainly speaks to us through the Word, the 
Old and New Testaments. This is why prayerful 
reading of the Bible through Lectio divina is such a 
grace, especially for us who follow the path of St 
Benedict. The Bible is also a kind of foundation: 
everything authentic we hear from God will be 
grounded in the Scriptures and in our faith. God 
doesn’t tend to contradict himself! 

He also speaks to us in so many other ways: 
through creation (“The heavens declare the glory of 
God; and the firmament proclaims the work of his 
hands.” Psalm 19:1), through our friends and peers 
(“Iron is sharpened by iron, one person sharpens 
another.” Proverbs 27:17), through our sanctified 
imagination (“God has not given us the spirit of fear; 
but of power, and of love, and of a sound mind.” 
2 Timothy 1:7), through good thoughts and ideas 
that come to us (“Your ears will hear a voice behind 

Tuning in to God
When I was a boy, sometimes my dad used to 

bring my brother and me to the local lot where he 
parked his old pick-up truck. He’d had it since the 
70’s, and it was old even then: a black, solidly-built 
1963 Ford F-100. When it started—usually after 
about 5-10 minutes of pumping the gas and coax-
ing the engine—we would shout and start clapping. 
A truck ride was always fun; we’d usually get to go 
to the hardware store, or even ride in the back bed 
if we were lucky.

I’m pretty sure it was the only vehicle I’ve ever 
been in that had an old analog radio tuner. Of course, 
all we know now are digital tuners, and it’s easier to 
tune into the station we want on a digital one. 

Each of us has been given a kind of radio re-
ceiver in the form of our human attention. We have 
the ability to tune in and tune out various voices. 

Like a radio, we can 
choose what to listen 
to: whether some-
thing harmonious or 
chaotic; life-giving or 
gossipy; or anything 
in between. With this 
equipment in our 

hearts and minds and spirits, learning to tune in to 
the voice of God is something important for all of 
us to practice: “Oh that today you would hear His 
voice: do not harden your hearts!” (Psalm 95:7-8). 
St Ignatius calls it “discernment of spirits” (Spiritual 
Exercises, Rules 1 & 2) and St Benedict calls it listen-
ing “with the ear of your heart” (Rule of Benedict, 
Prologue 1).

If we are all children of God who “have come to 
know and to believe in the love God has for us” (1 



you, ‘this is the way, walk in it.’” Isaiah 30:21), sa-
cred music and praise (“You are holy, enthroned on 
the praises of Israel.” Psalm 22:3), through our emo-
tions, and even from music, movies, street signs, 
really just about anything! St Thérèse of Lisieux 
said, “all is grace.” In a sense, I think she meant ev-
erything can be connected to God, draw us closer 
to God, teach us about God, and return us to God. 
Everything around us can be a communication from 
our Father, to reveal something of his heart.

In my experience, learning to listen to God’s voice 
is something that, if we practice, step out in faith, 
and persevere in obedience, will grow. It’s also usu-
ally through the very ordinary and mundane things 
that God tends to speak, subtly, in humble and or-
dinary experiences that could be explained away. 
Elijah did not hear God in the wind, earthquake, or 
fire—powerful and mighty things—but in the “still, 
small voice” (1 Kings 19:11-12). He speaks in that si-
lence between our thoughts. 

If we have faith, “ears to hear” (Matthew 11:15), 
and are ready to believe that God is the kind of Father 
who is not just interested in the big things but every 
little detail of our lives, down to the smallest, we will 
learn to recognize him communicating with us often.

God certainly communicates to us in big deci-
sions. I remember the peace and joy I had when 

considering a call 
to monastic life, 
peace in the midst 
of turmoil—a sign 
of God speaking. 
Another time when 
I was struggling 
about returning to 
studies, seemingly 
out of nowhere I 
found the key to 
my student guest 

room in my pocket—God giving me encourage-
ment through an ordinary thing. More recently, 
upon recommendation I have journaled some 
prayer conversations with the Lord, to help focus 
my thoughts and really pay attention to what God 
is concretely saying. Sitting at prayer with pen and 
paper is also an act of faith—I expect God to speak, 
whether through thoughts, impressions, feelings, or 
Scripture. He so wants to talk to us!

It is also easy to get off track! We probably all 
know someone who, convinced they received 
something from God, was stubbornly unwilling 
to consider alternatives. Maybe we have been this 
person at times! This is why the principle of discern-
ment, of humbly checking our thinking with others 
and the Word is so important. We can ask simple 
questions: Is this voice leading me to trust more in 
God, or more in myself? Is this serving God and oth-
ers, or really selfishness in disguise? Am I willing 
to let go of my own will here, and be obedient to 
God’s, even if I don’t understand it? Or is it my way 
or the highway? 

Above all, what are the fruits? This is the key 
principle of discernment. Does this voice bring 
confusion, division, irrational fear, discourage-
ment, accusation? If so, it likely does not come from 
God (“The works of the flesh are obvious: immo-
rality, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, 
hatreds, rivalry, jealousy, outbursts of fury, acts of 
selfishness, dissensions, factions, occasions of envy, 
drinking bouts, orgies, and the like.” Galatians 5:19-
21). Does it bring peace, encouragement, joy, faith 
in the face of fear, glory to Jesus? Then it likely does 
come from God (“The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, 
peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 
gentleness, self-control.” Galatians 5:22-23). 

Or we can ask, does the voice tell us to break one of 
the Ten Commandments, or reject one of the Seven 
Sacraments? God does not contradict himself—this 
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doesn’t come from him. Does the voice ask us to do 
something apparently strange, something outside 
our ordinary comfort zone? In my experience, this 
is often how God works… although it only makes 
sense in hindsight!

If God wants to get our attention, he will also usu-
ally confirm a message to us from multiple sources 
(John 8:17). This is another way that we can trust it is 
Jesus we are following and not the voice of a stranger.

Our ability to tune in is also dependent on a few 
things on our part. If we are obedient, ready to 
do God’s will, we will know what he wants more 
clearly—God trusts us with more since we are faith-
ful in small ways (Luke 16:10). If we harden our 
hearts to the brush of the Spirit, this too has an 
effect: a harder time hearing what our Father is say-
ing. We also need to examine our consciences: Am I 
willing to repent of serious sins, or am I walking in 
disobedience? We need to get rid of double-mind-
edness, to dethrone those idols we all tend to carry 
within, and to seek God with a pure heart: “When 
you look for me, you will find me. Yes, when you 
seek me with all your heart, I will let you find me” 
(Jeremiah 29:13-14). 

Also, our own inner harmony is important. 
“Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you. 
Cleanse your hands, you sinners, and purify your 
hearts, you of two minds” (James 4:8). In my experi-
ence, if my emotions are in turmoil, if I’m angry or 
resentful or agitated, or wanting my way instead of 
God’s way, it becomes increasingly difficult to tune 
in to God or to any healthy voice—like a radio tuner 
that just moves all over the place, what we will hear 
is confusion. When we are calm, centered, rooted 
in our Christ-given identity as sons and daughters, 
“heirs of God and joint-heirs with Christ” (Romans 
8:17), we are more likely to be able to live guided 
by healthy emotions. God always speaks to us, just 
as Jesus did, from a place of peace, love and joy. If 

we learn to perceive the voice of the Holy Spirit, we 
will be more able to differentiate it from among the 
many other voices vying for our attention.

It’s important not to get discouraged when doubts 
come, when we make mistakes, or during periods 
when God seems silent or we feel quite isolated 
from just about everybody. God may be testing us, 
which he has a right to do: “For a little while you 
may have to suffer through various trials, so that the 
genuineness of your faith, more precious than gold 
that is perishable even though tested by fire, may 
prove to be for praise, glory, and honor at the reve-
lation of Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 1:6-7). Perseverance 
is key, just as it is in every sphere of the Christian 
life: “By your perseverance you will secure your 
lives” (Luke 21:19), and practice in trials and testing 
brings us to maturity: “Solid food is for the mature, 
for those whose faculties are trained by practice to 
discern good from evil” (Hebrews 5:14).

Among practical steps we can take to get more 
in tune with God’s voice, is to use a prayer journal. 
Here we can record passages of scripture that partic-
ularly jump out at us as relevant to our situation, or 
thoughts or impressions we believe come to us from 
the Holy Spirit. This is a way of honoring God’s 
gifts to us, allowing him to communicate as a loving 
Father, and being ready to listen to, write down, and 
act on what we believe he is communicating to us.

There are also various prayers we can say to in-
crease our faith, such as the Acts of Faith, Hope, and 
Love (Charity) that we find in any Catholic prayer 
book. We can pray over and reflect on Scripture 
verses that manifest who we are in Christ and how 
God seeks to communicate with his children, lead-
ing us to stand firm and trust him. (For our identity 
in Christ: see for example John 1:12, Genesis 1:27, 1 
Peter 2:9, Galatians 3:27-28, Colossians 3:1-3; for lis-
tening to God’s voice, see John 8:47a, Revelation 3:20, 
Psalm 119:105, James 1:22, Deuteronomy 28:1-2.) 
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Or we can pray simple prayers of trust in our own 
words, such as, for example: “Father God, I know 
you love me and desire to have an intimate rela-
tionship with me as your son/daughter. I am sorry 
for the ways I have offended you and resolve to fol-
low your will more closely. I believe that you speak 
to my heart in many different ways, and I ask that 
you open my mind, my heart, my spiritual eyes and 

ears, to recognize when you are communicating to 
me. I commit myself to responding and relating to 
you, even when I don’t understand. Thank you for 
this gift and every gift!”

In what ways have I felt God communicating with me 
in the past? In what ways is he inviting me to listen more 
closely now?

We ask the friends of St Anselm’s to join us in prayer 
for vocations to our community. We also ask you to 
recommend St Anselm’s to young men who may be 
open to considering a religious life such as ours,  
and/or to pass on to us the names of such young men.

Director of Vocations, St Anselm's Abbey
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Be Not Afraid
Of all the commands that Jesus gives his disciples 

in the Gospels, one of the more frequently occurring 
is “Be not afraid.” It is what he says to Simon when 
he calls him to be a “fisher of men” (Luke 5:10), it is 
part of his discourse at the Last Supper (John 14:27), 
and it is what he says to the women who come to 
the tomb on the first Easter morning (Matthew 28:5). 
The very same message has been repeated count-
less times by Jesus’ followers down the centuries, 
perhaps most notably in recent times when St John 
Paul II encouraged his fellow Poles to stand firm in 
their faith during his visits to his native land after 
being elected pope. The same words are certainly 
addressed to each one of us. Because examples of 
the way others have lived fearlessly can encour-
age each of us to do so, I want to highlight the way 
some prominent persons have done this over the 
past hundred years and then conclude with some 
reflections on how they came to have such courage.

A preeminent model of non-violent resistance in 
the past century was Mahatma Gandhi, who already 

as a young man had 
come to the conviction 
that such resistance 
was absolutely impos-
sible unless the one 
practicing it was fear-
less. One of his earliest 
books was titled Hind 
Swaraj (Indian Home 
Rule), which has been 
called "the intellec-
tual blueprint" for 
India's independence 
movement. He there 
wrote that “passive 

resistance cannot proceed a step without fearless-
ness. Those alone can follow the path of passive 
resistance who are free from fear, whether as to their 
possessions, false honour, their relatives, the gov-
ernment, bodily injuries or death.” Knowing that 
much of our fear is of persons who seem very dif-
ferent from ourselves, Gandhi insisted that we must 
get to know others as well as possible. In his time, 
and as is sadly still true today, there was much mu-
tual suspicion and animosity between Hindus and 
Muslims, but that led him to emphasize the need for 
personal relationships between the two: “If I am a 
Hindu, I must fraternize with the Mussalmans and 
the rest. In my dealing with them I may not make 
any distinction between my co-religionists and 
those who might belong to a different faith. I would 
seek opportunities to serve them without any feel-
ing of fear or unnaturalness. The word ‘fear’ can 
have no place in the dictionary of ahimsa [non-vi-
olence].” He often said that the whole world is one 
family, within which each of us should offer selfless 
service. For Gandhi, only one kind of fear was al-
lowable: “The votary of ahimsa has only one fear, 
that is of God. He who seeks refuge in God ought to 
have a glimpse of the Atman [the deep self, beyond 
identification with phenomena] that transcends the 
body.” He well knew that some persons wanted to 
kill him, but that never led him to stop proclaiming 
his message of non-violent resistance to any form of 
oppression. When an assassin’s bullets struck him 
at the end of January 1948, his last utterance was not 
one of fear but rather a call on the Lord whom he 
had tried to serve from his youth: “Rama, Rama.”

Greatly influenced by Gandhi, and like him the 
victim of an assassin’s bullet, was Martin Luther 
King, Jr. Although he had already learned something Mahatma Gandhi



about Gandhi during his undergraduate years at 
Morehouse College in Atlanta, he began studying 
his works in earnest only after hearing a lecture 

during his final year 
at Crozer Theological 
Seminary in Chester, 
Pennsylvania, for the 
fervor of the lecturer 
led the young seminar-
ian to go out at once and 
buy a half-dozen books 
on Gandhi’s life and 
works. Reading them 
left him impressed, 
but at that time he was 
not totally convinced 
by Gandhi’s thought. 

Several years later, in 1954, he was called to be pastor 
of a Baptist church in Montgomery, Alabama, where 
he assumed the pastorate in the same month as the 
US Supreme Court’s epochal decision outlawing 
school segregation. When the Montgomery bus boy-
cott began the following year after Rosa Parks had 
refused to give up her seat on a city bus, King was 
elected president of an ad hoc organization that de-
cided to extend the boycott until the bus company 
met certain minimal demands. He himself felt that 
he was elected leader because he was new to the city 
and so was not identified with any particular faction 
of the African-American leaders.

King’s unsought prominence came with a price. 
About two months after the boycott began, a bomb 
exploded on the porch of his home at a time when 
only his wife Coretta and their nine-week-old 
daughter Yolanda were inside. On arriving home, 
King was able to quiet the large crowd of angry peo-
ple who had gathered outside, but even though he 
spoke to them about love and forgiveness, he him-
self was filled with rage and fear for himself and his 
family. He and his wife had already been receiving 

many death threats, both my mail and telephone. 
Usually he could ignore them, but that night, as 
his wife and baby slept, an especially ominous call 
warned him: “If you aren’t out of this town in three 
days, we’re going to blow up your house and blow 
your brains out.” Hanging up the phone, he went 
down to the kitchen, made a cup of coffee, and 
placing his head in his hands began to pray aloud:  
“Lord, I’m down here trying to do what’s right … 
but I must confess … I’m losing my courage.” King 
later explained what happened next: “I could hear 
an inner voice saying to me, ‘Martin Luther, stand 
up for truth. Stand up for justice. Stand up for right- 
eousness.’” At that point the fear ceased and he 
went on to become the acknowledged leader of the 
civil rights movement in our country. 

Like Gandhi, whose teachings and methods soon 
became an integral part of King’s own life, he now 
placed his trust in God alone. The evening before 
he was assassinated in Memphis, he gave a speech 
that summed up the spirit with which he had been 
living ever since that prayer at his kitchen table in 
Montgomery. It included these lines:  “I left Atlanta 
this morning … and then I got to Memphis, and 
some began to … talk about the threats that were 
out. What would happen to me from some of our 
sick white brothers? Well, I don’t know what will 
happen now. We’ve got some difficult days ahead. 
But it doesn’t matter with me now…. Like anybody, 
I would like to live a long life…. But I’m not con-
cerned about that now. I just want to do God’s will. 
And He’s allowed me to go up to the mountain. 
And I’ve looked over. And I’ve seen the promised 
land. I may not get there with you. But I want you 
to know tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the 
promised land…. I’m not worried about anything. 
I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the 
glory of the coming of the Lord.”

Even as Gandhi and King were enabled to be-
come fearless advocates for the poor and oppressed 

Martin Luther King
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because of their deep trust in God, so too was the re-
cently canonized Oscar Romero, who likewise was 
assassinated because his words, drawn largely from 

the teaching of Jesus 
and Old Testament 
prophets like Amos 
and Isaiah, threatened 
those in positions of 
privilege and power. 
As is well known, once 
he became archbishop 
of San Salvador in 1977 
and became more and 
more aware of the suf-

fering endured by so many Salvadorans, he began 
speaking forcefully in sermons broadcast through-
out the country. He always denied that he had 
undergone some kind of conversion, but he read-
ily admitted that circumstances led him to begin 
emphasizing certain teachings that were not so 
prominent in his earlier years as a parish priest, sem-
inary rector, and auxiliary bishop. Jesus’ words “Be 
not afraid” became a touchstone both for his own 
life and for those who heard his sermons or read his 
articles. One passage, written in early April, 1979, 
encapsulates this fearlessness, even to the point of 
overcoming a dread of being killed. St Oscar wrote: 
“To each one of us Christ is saying: If you want 
your life and mission to be fruitful like mine,… be 
converted into seed that lets itself be buried. Let 
yourselves be killed. Do not be afraid. Those who 
shun suffering will remain alone…. But if you give 
your life out of love for others, you will reap a great 
harvest. You will have the deepest satisfactions. Do 
not fear death or threats; the Lord goes with you.” 
It was in this spirit that he lived with the threats to 
his life that became more frequent with each pass-
ing year until finally he was killed by an assassin’s 

bullet while offering mass in a convent chapel on 
March 24, 1980.

Surely all of us would want to have the fearless-
ness of these men mark our lives as well. How does 
one attain it? There does not seem to be a single an-
swer, but one thing that Gandhi, King, and Romero 
had in common was a conviction that there is a 
dimension of reality that transcends the earthly ex-
istence of any one of us and so prevents the good 
of longevity from being absolutized. Gandhi totally 
relied on the Atman of his own religious tradition, 
but he was also very much influenced by Jesus’ 
Sermon on the Mount, where he heard and made 
his own the call to non-violent resistance to evil and 
to refraining from worry about one’s life and all 
that supports such life: “Seek first the kingdom of 
God and his righteousness, and all these things will 
be given you besides” (Matthew 7:33). For Martin 
Luther King, Jr. and Oscar Romero, the teachings of 
the Bible remained crucial from childhood, but these 
were reinforced by their actual experience of all that 
was unjust and oppressive in their own societies. 
For all three of these men, the call to help others as-
sumed a place far greater than concern for personal 
safety, and for each of them this came about not only 
through study and personal experience but through 
regular prayer. Gandhi made prayer a regular part 
of his daily regime. A turning point in King’s entire 
life came late one night as he prayed at his kitchen 
table, and of Romero we know that when he was 
once faced with a difficult decision and important 
persons were at his residence speaking with him, 
he excused himself and was later found by his sec-
retary praying in the chapel for guidance. To the 
extent that we make our own the way these three 
men came to surmount their fears, we too may live 
out Jesus’ call, “Be not afraid.”

James Wiseman, osb

Oscar Romero



The Message of Jeremiah
Jeremiah is truly important as the prophet who 

presided over the nation of Judah’s death throes and 
preserved the Jews as a religious people after their 
nation was destroyed. His ministry as a prophet, 
mainly in Jerusalem, began with his call in 627 BC, 
in the eighteenth year of Josiah’s reign (640-609). He 
was from the town of Anathoth in Benjamin, so even 
though, like Isaiah, he preached mainly in Jerusalem, 
Jeremiah’s roots are in the northern territory and in 
traditions of exodus, covenant, Sinai, and law.

As a northern prophet he betrays the influence of 
Hosea in his use of the bridal imagery:

I remember the devotion of your youth,
how you loved me as a bride,

Following me in the desert,
in a land unsown (Jer 2:2).

Jeremiah didn’t willingly receive his call as 
prophet. The Lord told him, “Before I formed you 
in the womb I knew you, before you were born I 
dedicated you, a prophet to the nations I appointed 
you,” to which Jeremiah replied, “Ah, Lord God, I 
know not how to speak; I am too young.” But the 
Lord would have nothing of that: “To whomever I 
send you, you shall go; whatever I command you, 
you shall speak. Have no fear before them, for I am 
with you to deliver you, says the LORD” (1:5-8).  

Under David, Israel had become a strong king-
dom, with Amon, Moab, Edom, and at times even 
Syria as its tributaries, but under Solomon’s luxu-
rious and oppressive rule, the northern tribes had 
revolted to become the Northern Kingdom of Israel, 
leaving Judah alone under the rule of Solomon and 
his successors. At this time Assyria was the domi-
nant power in the Near East, and Israel and Judah, 
along with others, were vassals to it. 

But Jeremiah was not worried about the power of 
mighty nations; after all, Israel’s God, Yhwh, was 
Lord of all the earth and used other peoples as his in-
struments. But Israel, the Northern Kingdom, had not 
heeded the fervent pleas of Amos, Hosea, and Micah 
to turn away from their sins of idolatry and oppres-
sion of the poor, and so, in punishment, had been 
destroyed by Assyria, and Jeremiah did not see Judah 
as any better than Israel had been—if anything, they 
were worse. If Judah was to survive, they would need 
to turn from their sins and so avoid the Lord’s wrath; 
they would also need to avoid revolting against their 
powerful overlords, as Israel had not done.

Jeremiah saw all levels of society in Judah as cor-
rupt. At one point he says:  “Roam the streets of 
Jerusalem, … to find even one who lives uprightly,  
… and I will pardon her!” (5:1). Let us recall that ten 
innocent people would have spared Sodom (Gen 
18:32); here just one is sought!

The rottenness began with the king and officials, 
the priests and the prophets, and continued on to 
the people. Josiah (640-609) had been a good king, 
but wicked merchants still cheated whenever they 
could, landlords oppressed poor tenants, and the 
kings could be worst of all. Jeremiah warned the 
kings in general: “Thus says the LORD: Do what 
is right and just. Rescue the victim from the hand 
of his oppressor. Do not wrong or oppress the res-
ident alien, the orphan, or the widow, and do not 
shed innocent blood in this place”; because of dis-
obedience, Jeremiah proclaimed: “This palace shall 
become rubble” (22:1-5). 

He addressed a particular woe to Jehoiakim and 
compared him to Josiah his father, who, he said:

… did what was right and just,
and it went well with him.
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Because he dispensed justice to the  
weak and poor,

It went well with him.
Is this not true knowledge of me?

Says the LORD?” (22:15-16).
Here Jeremiah gives us an instant definition of true 

religion: to do what is right and just, to dispense jus-
tice to the weak and poor is truly “to know the Lord.”

At the command of the Lord, he addressed a ring-
ing sermon at the very gates of the Temple: “Hear 
the word of the LORD, all you of Judah who enter 
here to worship the LORD! Thus says the LORD of 
hosts, the God of Israel. Reform your ways and your 
deeds, so that I remain with you in this place. Put not 
your trust in the deceitful words: ‘This is the temple 
of the LORD! The temple of the LORD!  The tem-
ple of the LORD!’ Only if you thoroughly reform 
your ways and your deeds will I remain with you 
in this place…. Are you to steal and murder, commit 
adultery and perjury, burn incense to Baal, go after 
strange gods that you know not, and yet come to 
stand before me in this house which bears my name, 
and say: ‘We are safe; we can commit all these abomi-
nations again’? Has this house which bears my name 
become in your eyes a den of thieves?” (7:1-34).

“Den of thieves”—famous words, quoted by 
Jesus. Here Jeremiah is saying that if they think the 
Temple will afford them safety after committing 
crimes, it would be as the hideout in which thieves 
look for safety after their depredations.

He goes on say, “I will do to this house named 
after me …just as I did to Shiloh.”1 Later we learn 
that Jeremiah was almost lynched for uttering these 
words (26:7-18). The priests, the prophets, and the 
people gathered around him, crying, “You must 
be put to death!” But when the “princes of Judah” 

learned of the affair, they arranged for a fair trial. 
With that Jeremiah was released—for a time. 

Israel had perished beneath the Assyrians because 
King Pekah joined an anti-Assyrian coalition, which 
was crushed by Tiglath-pileser (734-732). Hoshea as-
sassinated Pekah and became king in his place, the 
last king Israel was to have. He recklessly revolted 
against Assyria, which then captured Samaria, the 
capital, and deported most of Israel’s population in 
721. Thus ended Israel’s Northern Kingdom, leav-
ing only Judah.

In 612 Nineveh, Assyria’s capital, fell to a coali-
tion of Medes and Babylonians. This brought only a 
change of overlords for Judah, for within a short time 
it was a vassal of the (Neo-) Babylonians (Chaldeans). 
Vassals could be assured safety through submission 
and regular payment of tribute. Refusing tribute was 
rebellion and could lead to destruction.

Under King Jehoiakim (609-598) Judah came 
near destruction. This king rebelled against 
Nebuchadnezzar, who moved against the city. 
Jehoiakim died before the siege began, but his 
son, Jehoiachin, ruled only three months, then sur-
rendered. Nebuchadnezzar took him, the Temple 
treasures, and all the people except the poor, who 
cultivated the land, off to Babylon, leaving Zedekiah, 
his uncle, to govern Judah as king. 

A period of unrest in Babylon raised hope among 
their vassals, and in 594 ambassadors from Edom, 
Moab, Ammon, Tyre, and Sidon had gathered in 
Jerusalem to discuss plans for revolt. In Babylon, 
too, there were false prophets telling the exiles that 
Yhwh had broken the yoke of the king of Babylon 
and that within two years they and the Temple trea-
sures would return home (29:20-23). To these exiles 
Jeremiah sent his famous letter telling them to settle 
down, that only after 70 years would there be a re-
turn. On this occasion Jeremiah began to go about 
wearing an ox-yoke and sent yokes to the ambassa-
dors to signify, by his prophetic act, that they should 

1 The destruction of the shrine at Shiloh is not recounted in the 
Bible, but apparently the Philistines, who bested Israel in the 
battle of Aphek and captured the Ark of the Covenant, went 
on to destroy the shrine in which it had been housed.



submit to the king of Babylon. This occasioned the 
dramatic encounter between Jeremiah and the 
prophet Hananiah, who echoed the word of the 
false prophets in Babylon. Jeremiah told him, “Hear 
this, Hananiah! The Lord has not sent you, and you 
have raised false confidence in this people. For this, 
says the LORD, I will dispatch you from the face of 
the earth; this very year you shall die” (28:15-16). 

Jeremiah told King Zedekiah that God himself was 
fighting against the city and that the only choice was 
of life or death: life for those who leave the city and 
surrender to the Chaldeans, death for all those who 
remain in the city (21:1-10). But the king and his fam-
ily tried to escape, only to be captured and brought 
before the king of Babylon, who had Zedekiah’s 
sons slain before his eyes; then he was blinded and 
led in chains to Babylon (2 Kgs 25:1-7). The Temple 
and the city were torched, city officials were put to 
death, and those remaining in the city were exiled to 
Babylon, though some of the poor were left behind 
as vinedressers and farmers (2 Kgs 25:8-11). “Thus 
was Judah exiled from her land” (2 Kgs 25:21).

All this had come about as Jeremiah had foretold, 
but this great prophet also made it possible for his 
people to continue to exist, as a PEOPLE. Whereas 
others may have thought only in terms of a kingdom, 
a political entity, Jeremiah’s insistence that they sub-
mit to Babylon was based on a much broader vision. 
On the occasion of the revolt planned in 594 he ad-
dressed all those vassals:

Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of 
Israel: It was I who made the earth, and 
man and beast on the face of the earth … 
and I can give it to whomever I think fit. 
Now I have given all these lands into the 
hand of Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, 
my servant; even the beasts of the fields I 
have given him for his use. All nations shall 
serve him, his son, and his grandson, until 
the time of his land, too, shall come. Then it 

in turn shall serve great nations and mighty 
kings (27:5-7).

Thus Jeremiah saw world history in terms of the 
rise and fall of nations—indifferent, in a sense, to the 
existence of God’s people, who could ride the rise 
and fall, but not perish. Under the government of 
Gedaliah, appointed by the Babylonians, Judah was 
left, for now, as an entity within a vast Babylonian 
empire, never again to have a king (except, briefly, 
subservient to the Romans), but as a people Jeremiah 
could paint a bright future for them.

In spite of the gloom and doom we have seen so 
far, Jeremiah holds out much hope, much of it more 
realistic than that seen by other prophets. To those al-
ready in exile, he says they must lay foundations for 
a return: “Build houses to dwell in; plant vineyards 
and eat their fruits. Take wives and beget sons and 
daughters. … Only after seventy years have elapsed 
for Babylon will I visit you and fulfill for you my 
promise to bring you back to this place” (29:5-10). If 
“only after seventy years,” it would not be they but a 
new generation that would return, so they must pre-
pare for this. But this comes with words of promise: 
“For I know well the plans I have in mind for you, 
says the LORD, plans for your welfare, not for woe! 
Plans to give you a future full of hope” (29:11).

The pledge of restoration also came to Jeremiah 
in a low-key sort of way. While he was in prison, 
the word came to him that his cousin Hanamel 
would come to say, “Buy for yourself my field in 
Anathoth, since you, as nearest relative, have the 
first right of redemption.”2 Understanding that this 
was from the Lord, Jeremiah bought it. There is an 
account of weighing money, calling witnesses, writ-
ing the deeds; but then he expostulated with the 

2 To prevent land from leaving the possession of the family, 
Lev 25:25 provided that “When one of your countrymen is 
reduced to poverty and has to sell some of his property, his 
closest relative, who has the right to redeem it, may go and 
buy back what his kinsman has sold.”
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3 Gerhard von Rad, The Message of the Prophets, p. 183; he here 
speaks of  “a new man, a man who is able to obey perfectly 
because of a miraculous change in his nature.”

4 The geographical references (“Samaria,” “Mount Ephraim”) 
indicate the northern territory, and the invitation to Zion 
(i.e., Jerusalem, the Temple) indicates an end to the schism 
inaugurated by Jeroboam in establishing rival shrines at Dan 
and Bethel (1 Kgs 12:26-30).

Lord, saying in effect, “How could you tell me to do 
that? The city has already been handed over to the 
Chaldeans!” But Jeremiah’s act was prophetic, fore-
shadowing what was to come. The Lord’s response: 
“For thus says the LORD: Just as I brought upon this 
people all this evil, so I will bring upon them all the 
good I promise them. Fields shall again be bought 
in this land … Fields shall be bought with money, 
deeds written and sealed, and witnesses shall be 
used in the land of Benjamin, … when I change their 
lot, says the LORD” (32:6-12, 42-44).

“All the good I promise them” (v. 42) had already 
been set forth: “I will gather them together, I will 
bring them back to this place and settle them here in 
safety. They shall be my people, and I will be their 
God. One heart and one way I will give them that 
they may fear me always, to that of their own good 
and that of their children after them” (32:37-39).

“Heart” is mentioned here, and we will understand 
Jeremiah only if we realize how important “heart” is 
to him. He recognizes that this is where good and 
evil reside. The heart is a great mystery: “More tortu-
ous than all else is the human heart, beyond remedy; 
who can understand it? I, the LORD, alone probe the 
mind and test the heart, to reward everyone accord-
ing to his ways, according to the merits of his deeds” 
(17:9-10). A reformed people need a new heart, and 
that is what Jeremiah promises:

The days are coming, says the LORD, when 
I will make a new covenant with the house 
of Israel and the house of Judah. It will not 
be like the covenant I made with their fathers 
the day I took them by the hand to lead them 
forth from the land of Egypt; for they broke 
my covenant and I had to show myself their 
master, says the LORD. But this is the cov-
enant which I will make with the house of 
Israel after those days, says the LORD. I will 
place my instruction within them and write 
it upon their hearts; I will be their God, and 

they shall be my people. No longer will they 
have need to teach their friends and kinsmen 
how to know the LORD. All, from least to 
greatest, shall know me, says the LORD, for 
I will forgive their evildoing and remember 
their sin no more (31:31-34).

Von Rad explains, “And here is the point where 
the new factor comes into operation—there is to 
be a change in the way in which the divine will 
is conveyed to men. … The whole process of God 
speaking and man’s listening is to be dropped. This 
road … had not led Israel to obedience. Yahweh is to 
put his will straight into Israel’s heart.”3 

Jeremiah directs words of hope and consolation to 
four different groups:
1) The remnant of northern Israel. See especially 

these verses:
Again I will restore you, and you shall be rebuilt,

O Virgin Israel;
Carrying your festive tambourines,

you shall go forth dancing with the 
merrymakers.

Again you shall plant vineyards
on the mountains of Samaria;
those who plant them shall enjoy their 
fruits.

Yes, a day will come when the watchmen 
will call out on Mount Ephraim:

“Rise up, let us go to Zion,
To the Lord, our God.”4 (31:4-6).

See also 3:11-15; 31:1-3, 7-14, 15-20.



2) The exiles from Judah of 597: these are the “good 
figs,” already punished and ripe for restoration, 
as opposed to the “bad figs,” still unpunished 
(ch. 24; ch. 29).

3) Judah and Jerusalem on the eve of destruction 
(ch. 32; ch. 33).

4) The remnant in Judah after 587 (42:7-12). As in 
the other cases, the blow has fallen, or almost 
so, and they are ripe for restoration. In each case 
the old had to be demolished before there could 
be a new beginning.

Jeremiah was persecuted by kings and officials, 
considered a traitor for advocating submission to 
overlords, and hated by people for his message. His 
life was to be a sign to the people, so the Lord for-
bade him to marry or have children (who would be 
brought forth only to perish) or to join with others 
in mourning or celebrating. His hidden struggle is 
shown us in his “Confessions,”5 poems which re-
veal his inmost thoughts and sentiments. In them 
he laments his hard lot, accuses God of having se-
duced him (20:7) and of deserting him in his hour 
of need (15:18). 

It has been truly said that with Jeremiah, the 
prophet’s message is revealed in his life and not 
just by his words. Commentators speak of his life 
as a “Golgotha,” so we can speak of him as a type of 
Christ in his redemptive sufferings, an example of a 
“redemptive failure.”

Jeremiah’s ministry continued for a time under 
Gedaliah, but when Gedaliah was assassinated, 

Jeremiah was forced to accompany those who fled 
to Egypt (43:1-7). Even in Egypt Jeremiah continued 
to denounce his people’s idolatrous deeds, threaten-
ing them with destruction (44:1-28). Jewish tradition 
holds that in Egypt Jeremiah was stoned to death by 
those to whom he preached. In this, too, he is a type 
of the Christ.

Jeremiah can be called a “redemptive failure” in 
that though he was rejected till the end of his life by 
those to whom he was sent, he did help preserve 
them as a people even after their nation had perished. 
As Bruce Vawter writes, “The religious force that was 
to be born of the exile was not a restored Israel, but 
Judaism, which embraced a new conception of nation 
and people in their relation to God’s revelation.”6

The contrast between what Jeremiah experienced 
during his ministry, in terms of the evils brought 
about by human wickedness, a perversity that was 
as unchangeable as the leopard’s spots (13:23), and 
what he foresaw for the future in terms of conver-
sion—a completely new heart, a new kind of fidelity 
to God—is a testimony to his faith in the power and 
goodness of God, his faith in the miracle of grace, 
which is justified in the New Testament.

Rejected by all in his own time, Jeremiah finally 
came to be understood and appreciated by his peo-
ple. In 2 Macc 15:14, Judas Maccabeus encourages 
his men for battle by relating a vision in which he 
saw a man “with an air about him of extraordinary, 
majestic authority,” and he was told, “This is God’s 
prophet Jeremiah, who loves his brethren and fer-
vently prays for his people and their holy city.” 

Joseph Jensen, osb

5 11:18-12:6; 15:10-21; 17:14-18; 18:18-23; 20:7-13, 14-18. The 
term “confessions” is applied by analogy with St. Augustine’s 
Confessions and does not suggest confession of sins but 
comes from the Latin confessio, which indicates a giving of 
glory to God that Augustine perceived in his own life.

6 Bruce Vawter, The Conscience of Israel (New York: Sheed and 
Ward, 1961), 272.
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Understanding Islam: Finding Our Way
To speak about how we might move toward a 

more adequate understanding of Islam immediately 
raises a question about a suitable point of departure, 
for a choice here determines everything else. From 
Aristotle we receive a warning that from the least 
little error in an initial judgment comes a multipli-
cation of many errors—a hundred- and even a thou-
sandfold—in any later conclusions that are drawn.

For this reason, we begin with a point of view that 
is grounded both in the nature of our human cogni-
tion and in the nature of our human existence, with 
each implying the other. In our being, we exist as a 
union of body and soul; and, in our knowing, acts of 
sensing constantly interact with acts of inquiry and 
understanding. Each enjoys a primacy that uniquely 
belongs to it but in a way which points to a point of 
departure which exists in dialectical tension, a dia-
lectical union of opposites. We can begin, then, with 
what most belongs to us immediately in the context 
of our experience, and we go on from there.

Islam exists as a phenomenon that has become less 
remote than in recent decades and centuries. When 
the historian Hilaire Belloc published an account 
of the crusades in 1937 and when he spoke about 
Islam, the latter appeared to be as a spent force, cer-
tainly since the 18th century:  Islam seemed to have 
been overawed, defeated, and suppressed. Rarely 
did anyone in the West ever meet a Muslim, and 
Islamic countries worldwide lived under European 
domination. But, today, all this has changed. We 
meet Muslims more frequently than ever before and 
discover that they are not all from foreign parts of 
the world. Muslim physicians give us medical care. 
Mosques open while churches are closing. We visit 
mosques and frequent their interiors. In the wider 

world of politics and current events, resurgent Islam 
makes its presence felt in a shift which points to the 
truth of a prognostication which Belloc espoused 
when he argued that, beneath the surface of things, 
Islam continues to exist as a vital force. Its adherents, 
unlike many of us, tend to take their faith seriously, 
trying to live by it in all circumstances. If, in the end, 
faith moves mountains and overcomes all obsta-
cles, Islam could emerge in a way that would rekin-
dle the kind of influence it once exerted (whether 
for good or ill) in the wake of the life and work of 
Muhammad, its founding prophet and teacher..

To begin with a sense of origins and place, a use-
ful point of departure would be doing some reading 
and research into the history of the Middle East as 
it existed in Muhammad’s day. The best currently 
available work appears to be Tom Holland’s In the 
Shadow of the Sword: The Birth of Islam and the Rise of 
the Global Arab Empire. Holland works from founda-
tions that are grounded in two of his earlier books: 
Persian Fire, a history of the ancient Persian Empire 
and its conflicts with the Greeks, and Rubicon, a 
history of the rise of the Roman Empire, initially 
in the West. As we compare one context to ear-
lier ones, how can we account for the sudden and 
rapid expansion of Islam into Egypt, Palestine, 
Syria, Mesopotamia, and Persia in the 7th century? 
What kind of internal human situation existed then 
within these countries? Were there any similarities 
to what exists in our own day? Not to be forgotten 
is the need for a comparative look at the various re-
ligious beliefs and practices which predominated 
in and around the lands of Arabia in the years be-
fore Mohammad began to speak about a new kind 
of monotheism which differed from Jewish and 



Christian conceptions of it. Do some Islamic beliefs 
exist as derivatives, on the basis of notions and con-
ceptions that were then already known?  

We are also encouraged to think more about 
where we stand in our current cultural situation in 
the West. How can we speak about our strengths 
and weaknesses? What is the right measure? A 
scholarly account which best speaks about Islam 
as a religion, culture, and way of life is a work that 
comes from Egypt, written by a man of Arabic cul-
ture who is also a Jesuit priest:  Samir Khalil Samir’s 
111 Questions on Islam.

Beyond the perspective which attends to the pecu-
liarities of dates, events, individuals, beliefs, and prac-
tices, however, is our need for some kind of higher 
viewpoint that can integrate many elements and de-
tails into a single explanatory perspective. A reduc-
tion to unity is the step that is now needed if we are 
to move from the details of description toward some 
kind of general principle which is distinctive of Islam.

For this move to occur, two related objectives must 
be met. First, we must work toward an understand-
ing of Islam that would be intelligible for us, given 
our current understanding of things which exist in 
our world. We tend to think in certain ways on the 
basis of principles that we might not understand or 
advert to. We employ categories which derive from 
the history of our cultural tradition. However, at the 
same time we must work toward an understand-
ing that Muslims themselves would recognize and 
identify with. Hence, if there is some kind of bridge 
to be built or to be found, let us begin with the no-
tion and principle of law on the assumption that, in 
every kind of society, law exists as a regulator of our 
human behavior, as what St. Thomas Aquinas called 
“a dictate or ordinance of our practical human rea-
son as this is promulgated by whoever has charge 
of a community with respect to its common good…. 
Law [exists as] the exterior principle of our human 

action.” It indicates what we should and should not 
do; through its stipulations, habitual forms of be-
havior are inculcated in persons who find that they 
are subject to the requirements of a given law.

We can better understand Islam if we move to-
ward an Islamic notion of law, but this first requires 
an understanding of the origins and later develop-
ment of the rule of law within our western culture. 
Harold Berman argues in his Law and Revolution: 
The Formation of the Western Legal Tradition that we 
should begin with a notion of law that has not been 
differentiated from the customs and common us-
ages in a given society. For centuries in the West, 
civil laws and customs mingled with religious laws 
and customs in a jumble which combined civil and 
religious observances. Administrators and rulers 
wore two hats. Bishops exercised civil authority 
and nobles participated in the administration of re-
ligious matters. Each found that it could administer 
and appoint the other.

However, a major change, a revolution, emerged 
from the Gregorian reforms of the 11th century as the 
western Christian Church emerged in its own right 
as a distinct, corporate entity. Ecclesiastical laws 
acquired their full distinctiveness as the Church’s 
canon law. Lawyers or canonists emerged as a dis-
tinct profession within the life of the Church and, in 
the wake of this, civil law arose with its own distinc-
tiveness and its own practitioners. Within western 
European society two distinct sovereignties came 
to exist: the rule of the Church and the rule of the 
State. A tension existed between them, but not nec-
essarily an open conflict or opposition. There were 
shifts and flows in ascendency, depending on who 
were occupying high office or what were the burn-
ing questions or problems. At times the State was 
dominant; at other times, the Church.

A so-called “Erastian minority tradition” arose 
under the influence of the Protestant reformers of 
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the 16th century, with both the Church and the law 
of the Church being subordinated to the State and 
the authority of its civil law. For all intents and pur-
poses, the Church was turned into a department of 
state, serving the interests of the all-powerful State. 
An illustrative vignette comes to us, however, from 
the time of the Second World War in an account 
which reveals the limitations of this minority po-
sition. In his Church of Spies: The Pope’s Secret War 
against Hitler, Mark Riebling recounts events which 
occurred in October 1939. The German high com-
mand, the top military officials, were all Lutheran in 
their sympathies and training. Hence, for them, one 
could not rebel against the authority of one’s ruler, 
one’s temporal Prince. What to do, however, if, in 
conscience, one could not support the criminal pol-
icies of the German head of state? Amidst these dis-
cussions, some German Jesuits, quoting Aquinas, 
were urging the legitimacy of engaging in tyranni-
cide: the good of effecting Hitler’s violent death. A 
moral dilemma existed and so, to resolve it, it was 
decided to approach the pope to ask for his advice. 
An envoy was sent to Rome and asked Pius XII if 
indeed it would be moral to try to effect Hitler’s 
death. Somewhat unexpectedly, instead of taking 
much time to reach a decision, Pius immediately re-
plied the next morning: “Yes, by all means, kill him. 
I offer you my help to obtain this result.”

Turning now to Islam and its conception of law, 
Sharī’a, we must first note its religious foundations. 
Sharī’a law is something which Muslims believe 
comes to us from God, as God’s revealed law and 
will. For this reason, it is something which can never 
be abolished or revoked, and it guides our lives in 
a way that is oriented toward divine things—the 
Judeo-Christian Ten Commandments, in their im-
mutability, are an analogate. If, at any given time 
and within a given social order, Sharī’a cannot be 
enforced, then—but only temporarily—civil or 

public law can be admitted, enacted, and enforced. 
However, given the absoluteness of Sharī’a as law, 
if conditions change or if conditions can be encour-
aged to change in a certain way, then Sharī’a law 
is once again to be fully observed, for it is known 
as God’s Word as revealed in the Qur’ān and in the 
sayings and deeds of Muhammad recorded in the 
Hadīth. Muhammad’s life serves as an exemplar or 
model for Muslims since to live virtuously is to live 
as Muhammad lived in his relationship with him-
self, with other persons, and, ultimately, with God.

The contingency of public or civic law points to 
the comprehensiveness of how Sharī’a regulates all 
aspects of human life. If, for a time, other kinds of 
law may exist in order to construct the kind of polit-
ical order needed for a given society, their form is to 
be determined by the precepts and commandments 
of Sharī’a. Some examples illustrate this: women 
proven to have been caught in adultery are to be 
whipped or stoned to death; thieves have their hands 
amputated; wayward wives and daughters are put 
to death in honor killings; apostates are likewise put 
to death. While these practices are not observed by 
all Muslims at all times and while they might not be 
observed even by most Muslims at most times, their 
normativity points to why they should be observed 
if, allegedly, a Muslim is to be entirely faithful to the 
faith which he or she professes.

The comprehensive nature of Sharī’a accordingly 
points to why difficulties arise for both Muslims and 
non-Muslims with regard to the question and like-
lihood of integration. How can Muslims belong to 
other societies that they are newly entering? Some 
kind of revolution or overthrow would seem to be 
needed if an Islamic understanding of faith and 
practice is to fully exist within a given social order. 
The lack of fit raises questions about the propriety 
of an adequate response. How can a given society 
receive Muslims in a way that will not destroy the 
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goodness which exists among them but rather en-
hances whatever good qualities already exist?

To give one graphic example: in recent years, 
the Canadian government changed how prospec-
tive citizens were to be trained in their upcoming 
civic responsibilities. The primary point of depar-
ture is now an understanding which looks at how 
the order of government is rooted in a regnant sov-
ereignty which belongs to Queen Elizabeth and her 
legitimate successors. Not long ago, when visiting 
the Legislative Assembly building in Fredericton, 
New Brunswick, I encountered a group of veiled 
Muslim women who were receiving instruction on 
how the Canadian government works. They learned 
that all authority is vested in Queen Elizabeth: the 
right to govern, to legislate, and to adjudicate. She 
appoints all key government officials and all laws 
require royal assent. The richness of detail trig-
gered questions for the Muslim women. How, for 
instance, can a woman rightfully exercise an author-
ity which belongs to men alone? As the prescribed 
Oath of Allegiance commits the individual’s con-
science, how can one migrate to Canada knowing 
that one’s religious practice could be hindered in 
some non-negotiable ways?

As we know that civil restrictions will not thwart 
beliefs, creeds, or ways of life that are allegedly 
grounded in some form of divine revelation, how 

are we to respond at a time when Christians and 
Muslims encounter each other more and more?  
Three salient aspects present themselves. First, a 
mysterious inner relation exists between faith and 
reason. Philo of Alexandria can be credited with 
discovering this inner relation, which has become 
distinctive in our Christian Catholic world. Hence, 
what can we do to grow in our understanding of 
things? Would our faith grow if we should grow in 
our own understanding of things as this arises in 
the context of a metaphysics? Conversely, would 
our understanding grow if we were to move more 
deeply into a sense of divine things that belongs to 
our professed faith? Second, there is the good and 
the requirement of charity. Can our faith and love 
increase if we can engage in the kind of asceticism 
belonging to the practice of charity, which calls us 
to die to ourselves in a way that creates new pas-
sions? Third, the acceptance of suffering is the way 
which most directly leads to God. How can we live 
according to a teaching which says that those who 
succeed are those who fail? How by undergoing tri-
als do we best achieve a purity of heart which brings 
into us a joy and peace that nothing of this world 
can take from us? In turning toward our Lord on 
the Cross, joining ourselves to him, all adversities 
are overcome.
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Gold, Frankincense, and Freesias
I planned a surprise. It was not spontaneous or 

spur of the moment. I planned it months in advance. 
There wasn’t much preparation, but thinking about 
it pleased me with wonderful anticipation. I wanted 
the surprise to be perfect. But on the day it was to 
happen, the universe thwarted me. Does this hap-
pen to you? Christmas cookies come from the oven 
with blackened edges. You run out of wrapping 
paper before the last, best present.

Did the lamb tumble into a Bethlehem ditch? Did 
the shepherd twist an ankle in lifting it out? Was 
there a ding on the magi’s treasure box because a 
camel backed into it? These are silly examples for 
a serious truth. Desiring perfection, we find imper-
fection. We are not in Eden but in death’s shadows, 
however much the holidays try to convince other-
wise. How do we handle this? Do we become bitter? 
Or do we become better?

On November 22, 2019, four months before the 
pandemic began, I went, some distance, to hear 
Handel’s Messiah. I stayed overnight in an uncom-
fortable guest room to do so. Yes, there are various 
excellent Messiahs to be heard closer to home, more 
conveniently. But this was the essential one for me. 
I bought tickets ridiculously early. I cross- examined 
the choir’s contact person, to choose the very best 
seat. Not even the feast of Saint Cecilia or Kennedy 
anniversary would keep me in Washington. I drove 
south, to Petersburg, Virginia. For a northerner, this 
feels strange. There is a slight shudder when driv-
ing to a Confederate city, as if trespassing on a for-
eign land. What will I find there? In the words of 
Herod’s soothsayers, “Can anything good come 
from Petersburg?”

On the other hand, you must go on a journey to 
find your heart’s desire. Like a knight on a quest, 

like a wise man following the star. Like a knight I 
went to see a lady. Like the magi I took a gift, a sym-
bolic one. I took flowers. But they had to be perfect 
flowers. I wanted to take freesias, white freesias. No 
other flower or color would do. In the Victorian lan-
guage of flowers, the secret message, not to be put in 
words, was, “Beautiful Lady, I come to admire you, 
but from afar.” I ordered the freesias by telephone, 
from Stephanie in a Petersburg flower shop, a week 
in advance. I discussed the order very carefully, 
how to wrap them, a pick-up time to keep them per-
fectly fresh.

On November 22, the day of the concert, as I was 
going out the abbey door in early afternoon, my 
cellphone rang. “It’s Stephanie and I’m dreadfully 
sorry. My wholesaler confused the dates. No free-
sias. I don’t know where to direct you. They are al-
ways a special order.” So intent on my journey and 
its surprise, I had no time for annoyance or heat.

It was raining now, miserably cold. A series of 
calls led to a wholesaler, inside the Beltway, with 
freesias. He would hold them for me. Not enough 
blooms were open. They didn’t have scent. But 
they were white. I pushed the heat button to maxi-
mum. Two hours of steam might improve them. But 
first, they had to be wrapped. The wholesaler said 
Whole Foods would cut and wrap flowers bought 



elsewhere; a florist would not. It was Friday be-
fore Thanksgiving. In the Whole Foods parking 
lot, I drove against the arrow. An oncoming driver 
mouthed four-letter words: they were richly de-
served. Minutes ticked by in the overcrowded store, 
but, eventually, goal achieved, there was white rib-
bon on quality cellophane, with well-cut freesias 
peeking through. Rain crashing down, a Friday-
afternoon drive to Petersburg began.

It was evening when I arrived with my friend, a 
Petersburg local, at the concert venue, a nicely fitted 
colonial-style hall. I insisted on being obsessively 
early. The instrumentalists were warming up. We 
sat so near the bassoons that we would feel the air-
puffs when the shepherd pipes play after Christ is 
born. But the seats were closest to the soloists: this 
had been promised me. The chorus members came 
into their seats, sixty or so. They seemed amateur, 
more mature than expected. The youngest person 
was bursting through his tuxedo seams. The griz-
zled tenor beside him needed higher socks or lower 
cuffs. The sopranos would be shrill, I thought, in the 
upper register. One could have advertised a 1965 
hairspray. Another twitched involuntarily. I felt pity 
but also distraction. How clear-eyed was King Lear 
on the heath: we are poor wretches in a storm. Had 
I driven one hundred miles for this?

The tenor, a professional soloist, sang his first 
notes. His voice cracked on the second comfort ye, 
but he smiled bravely and carried on. After his aria 
came the chorus, movement four. And the glory, the 
glory of the Lord. With tremendous pride, sixty aging 
amateurs in formal black rose to their feet. Each face 
luminously beaming. In perfect obedience to an ar-
tistically well-polished director, they sang, in pure 
tones, as one voice, the astonishing announcement. 
And the glory of the Lord will be revealed, and all flesh 
will see this—together—because the mouth, the mouth of 
the Lord, has spoken it.

Enchanted, I was enthralled for the next three hours.
In a way, that chorus encapsulates all of Handel’s 

Messiah. It encapsulates all there is to Christianity. 
We use sophisticated language, incarnatus, ex Maria  
virgine, et homo factus est. But the ravishing spiritual 
truth is quite simple. Divine glory, long gone from 
any Eden we know, comes down to make us glori-
ous, and lead us back, for permanent residence, into 
paradise. God has only to show himself, perhaps in 
sixty aging amateurs, to get the ball rolling. We the 
listeners, representing all flesh, come together, and 
become glorious as well. Each in our own way be-
coming bright as the morning star. This is what I 
saw in the fat youth and involuntary twitcher, the 
high-water pants and helmet hairdo, as they ec-
statically sang. I beheld the glory of the Lord, and 
wished you could be there too.

For who wants to feel such joy alone?
But I had come for Kristen, dear Kristen, my Kristen 

(sigh). Kristen sings in Washington, but not enough 
for me. In my youth, I swooned for sopranos and their 
thrilling virtuosity. Then I heard Kristen sing alto, and 
sopranos were a thing of the past. We have become 
sufficiently acquainted for me to know of the hand-
some young husband, the two clever pre-schoolers, 
and Kristen’s ideal and happy home-life. So my pas-
sionate chivalric devotion stays in the safe zone, and 
is, mostly, not an embarrassment to her.

Messiah showcases all the moods of Kristen’s 
voice. The fierce electricity of Refiner’s Fire, the ten-
der sweetness of Feed his Flock, the agonizing grief 
of He was Despised. Any of these are worth a hun-
dred-mile drive. After Kristen sang the first piece, 
I heard, from some rows behind me, someone 
say, sotto voce, Wow! But best, for me, that night, 
is O thou that tellest good tidings to Zion. Kristen, as 
daughter of Zion, skips, sails, leaps, pirouettes, to 
the top of the mountain. Say unto the cities of Judah, 
behold your God.
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Tonight it sounds so delicious that the choir, repre-
senting the cities of Judah, representing all of us, must 
rise, skip, sail, and pirouette too. We do so in glory. 
What is glory? Luminosity, perfection, delight? I can-
not pin it down. Kristen zips up her final scale, and the 
glory, the glory of the Lord, is risen upon you. You.

With blonde hair pulled back, Kristen looks like 
the Christmas angel, the main one, bursting through 
the shepherds’ dark sky. There were no wings or 
halo, but she has a wonderful dress. At previous 
concerts, I saw her only, of course, in black. Even if 
you can’t see what she looks like, you can picture 
the dress. It has a v-neckline, but modest, not too 
deep. A bell-shaped skirt flaring aristocratically to 
the floor. Guess what color! It’s red, not fire-engine 
red, but with honey- and citrus-tones of orange and 
gold. Altogether it is an outfit that shimmers like the 
sunrise of Zechariah’s prophecy, causing dawn to 
break from on high, on those in the gloomy shadow 
of death. A costume, it is not too much to say, sug-
gesting glory, God’s beauty, and joy.

These qualities are important because the world 
has grief. At Christmas we think of family and 
friends who have gone to the land of the dead, some 
not easily, some not in fullness of years. We think of 
the world’s problems, its injustice, cruelty, and vio-
lence. This year we must think, fearfully, of a dread-
ful disease. Gorgeous clothing, glorious music, the 
remembered pleasures of live performance, by real 
people, in past years— none of these can displace our 
personal losses or the terrifying troubles of the world.

And yet they may change something. The typical 
Messiah audience is most enthusiastic about For unto 

us or the Hallelujah chorus. That night in Petersburg 
I love the Amens, at the very end. There are twenty, 
piling up in a great crescendo, and alternating with 
interruptions led by sweet violins. Finally, to repre-
sent the great silence, at midnight, through all the 
earth, in the moment Christ was born, Handel gives 
us a full measure of complete and perfect silence. 
He puts a fermata above the measure to ensure the 
timing is not shortchanged. No one must breathe 
during this measure; no one must come in too soon. 
[One, two, three—four.] The final pair of splendid 
Amens crashes in. There is a beautiful pause, and 
then the acclaim.

The musicians exit. How will you find Kristen, my 
friend asks anxiously. I will push down the stage-door, 
silly. Like a camel I clamber onto the platform and 
say, Gimme those flowers. Camel-like, I hoist myself 
into uprightness. But look! There is Kristen, aglow 
like dawn, already crossing the stage to meet me. 
Her smile is radiant, and I think how beams of the 
baby’s face drew shepherds and magi into the sta-
ble. In life we go on a journey, but, oddly, the baby 
is there first, drawing us in with a welcoming coun-
tenance. Florist failures, drenching rain, nasty park-
ing-lots, tight tuxedos: all are far away. If anything, 
they enhance the preciousness of this moment. 
Kristen and I meet center-stage, but no one is watch-
ing. I extend my present. Blossoms open, they seem 
fragrant, even if I am scientifically sure they are not. 
It is beautiful on the mountain, where Zion’s daugh-
ter sings. How beautiful the evening has been, re-
vealing such glory that every wretch—even you 
and I—must hear and feel it.
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