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Michael Leach with Gramma Lou at his first Communion

Everything I’d ever need to know about God

By Michael Leach

[This essay appeared in the January 6-19, 2012 edition of the National Catholic
Reporter.]

“Even though you get the words right doesn’t mean you get your life right.” That’s
Leach’s Law No. 27 of Religious Book Publishing. I mentioned it to my friend and author
Jack Shea once and he said, “Especially if you get the words right!”

We read books by Catholic authors that inspire us and think, “If only we could call them
up on the phone like Holden Caulfield and be their friends and maybe even hang out with
them, how happy we would be!” Maybe so. But we would be in for a surprise. They can
be as melancholy as the rest of us.

Henri Nouwen, for instance, was and is one of the greatest spiritual authors of all time, but
he was, in his words, “a wounded healer.” He was often as tortured as anyone and his gift
was in feeling our pain and applying the ointment of Jesus’ teachings to our experiences.
He got the words right better than anyone but was working on getting his life right all the
time. Perhaps that’s what it takes for us to get the words right.

The only person I ever knew who got her life right was my Gramma Lou. She was a
beneficial presence who never wrote a book or gave a sermon. She smiled a lot and said



little. Her favorite words to me were, “Let nothing disturb you,” and “Michael, you can do
all things through Christ who strengthens you.” She always got the words right because
she listened to you with her soul and never thought about what she was going to say next.
Let me give you an example I will never forget.

My parents had divorced when I was 5, right after World War 11, and Gramma Lou was the
harbor I could always go to, where I knew I was safe. Every weekday when I got off for
lunch at St. Andrew’s School, I’d walk through the playground to her house, and she’d
make me a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and a cold glass of Bosco chocolate milk.
After lunch we’d lay next to each other on the old blue sofa that smelled like my dad, and
Gramma would read me a comic book. Her favorite and mine was Blackhawk. Blackhawk
was an ace fighter pilot from World War II who gathered a motley crew around him to
fight injustice. Did I tell you that my Dad was a World War II pilot with more missions
than Catch-22’s Yossarian? That he earned two Purple Hearts and gave them to me along
with his leather fly jacket that had 32 little bombs painted in white on the front? He also
killed Hitler with a penknife, but we won’t go there because nobody believed me then and
you may not believe me now, but believe me, it’s true. He told me.

One day lying next to Gramma Lou, I pushed the comic book down with a finger and said,
“Momma Lou, I don’t want to go back to school. I want to stay with you.”

“We’ll see,” she said. “Oh, look, Chop-Chop’s coming through the window!”

Chop-Chop was Blackhawk’s sidekick. He used to be a cook and carried a butcher’s
cleaver. I pushed the comic down, turned on my side and looked at Gramma Lou.
“Momma Lou,” I said, “you love me, don’t you?” It was more a statement than a question.

She looked at me with her sweet brown eyes the color of Cracker Jacks. “Of course love
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you.
“Even when I’'m bad, right?”

“Yes,” she smiled.

“You’ll always love me, won’t you, Momma Lou?”

She took me in her arms and said, “Michael, you could take Chop-Chop’s hatchet and
chop off my arms and chop off my legs and chop off my head and throw them all in a
garbage can and my head would still look at you and tell you again, I love you!”

That was the day I knew, without knowing, everything I’d ever need to know about God.

The corollary to Leach’s Law No. 27 then is that when someone has her life right, she will
always get the words right, especially if they are those three little words that mean nothing
unless the right person says them.

[Michael Leach, writer, editor and publisher, is still learning to get his life right. He would
welcome your insights on Soul Seeing at NCRonline.org/blogs/soul-seeing. ]


http://NCRonline.org/blogs/soul-seeing

On the Road to Peace: Real security begins when we heed
the God of peace

By John Dear

[This essay appeared in the January 6-19, 2012 edition of the National Catholic
Reporter.]

In late October at the Pantex nuclear weapons plant near Amarillo, Texas, the United
States dismantled its last B53 bomb. There was no fanfare and little publicity. Some
people were probably sad to see it go.

Some reports called the B53 “the most powerful bomb™ in our arsenal. It certainly was one
of the most destructive weapons ever created, the bad fruit of Gen. Curtis LeMay and his
insane nuclear club.

Built around the time of the 1962 Cuban missile crisis, it was capable of releasing nine
megatons of explosive energy, about 750 times more powerful than the Hiroshima bomb.
Weighing in at 10,000 pounds, it was roughly the size of a minivan.

“The B53 was a cornerstone of the U.S. nuclear defense for 35 years,” a Pantex official
said on the day of its demise. “Its final dismantlement is a significant event for this
country and for the world.”

For once, I agree. This event was a sign of hope, albeit a mustard seed of hope.

Surely you will say I’'m naive. The United States has tens of thousands of bombs,
thousands of nuclear weapons, the most amazing array of small, precise “conventional”
weapons, the latest satellite tracking systems and our terrific new drones, all of which
maintain our imperial deterrent in lethal ways unimaginable 100 years ago.

Even better, the race is on at Los Alamos, N.M., and elsewhere to come up with a new
kind of postnuclear weapon right out of “Star Trek™ or “Star Wars,” a kind of global Taser
or paralyzing wave force field. We are unparalleled experts at the art of war, and we don’t
mind the cost of war, the collateral damage —the death of children, the spread of injustice,
the breeding of future wars, economic collapse, the poisoning of land, sea and air.

Who cares about the last B53? We don’t need it. We’ve still got the B83, at 1.2 megatons,
now the largest bomb in our arsenal. We’re doing better than ever!

I’ve been pondering this event for weeks. Surely the dismantling of the last B53, due in
part to recent U.S.-Russian disarmament treaties, finally happened because it was
obsolete. It could never hit its target. It was too difficult to transport, too costly to maintain
and no longer necessary, what with our arsenal of smaller, more precise nukes.

But how could we have ever created such a monster? Why do we allow such instruments
of our own destruction to exist? Why don’t we seek to abolish all our weapons and create
a new world based on nonviolent conflict resolution and justice? What does the B53 say
about our faith, our humanity?

I hope that one day soon, we will realize that these weapons do not provide any real



security, that they actually make us more insecure. They inspire others to build similar
weapons, and bankrupt all of us —financially, morally and spirituality —in the process.

I hope that one day, we will learn that real security begins when we heed the ways of the
God of peace, end our wars, eliminate extreme poverty, promote democracy through
nonviolent means and protect creation. Real security based on our common reliance on the
God of peace comes when we share our wealth with the poor so that no one starves, no
one is homeless and no one dies unjustly, so that everyone has a fair chance at a just,
peaceful life.

I hope that one day we will institutionalize international methods of nonviolent conflict
resolution, just as we once institutionalized international methods of violent conflict
resolution.

On that day, when we finally dismantle the last nuclear weapon, the last smart bomb, the
last drone, the last Trident submarine, the last conventional weapon, probably no one will
notice. By then, we will have learned the wisdom of nonviolence. Peace, not the BS3, will
be the norm.

[Jesuit Fr. John Dear writes “On the Road to Peace,” a column on the NCRwebsite. Read
them all at NCRonline.org/blogs/on-the-road-to-peace. ]


http://NCRonline.org/blogs/on-the-road-to-peace
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Soul seeing: Praying with the eye of the soul

By Kathy Coffey

[This essay appeared in the January 20-February 2, 2012 edition of the National Catholic
Reporter.]

Soul seeing reminds me of a visit to the eye doctor. She tries various lenses with different
degrees of fuzziness until one finally reaches clarity. “That’s it!” we say in delight.
Suddenly, we can see. If we look through the right spiritual lens, we may also recognize
times of prayer where we hadn’t noticed them before. Some prayerful moments are as
dramatic as bounding across a stage, others as humble as laundry. The common
denominator is the spirit of the Creator stirring within us and our response to that voice.
Here are people fully engaged with their lives and praying with the eye of the soul:

* The husband who watches beside the hospital bed of his wife. He says nothing. He holds
her hand, as he has for the past two weeks.

* The mother who rises to nurse the baby for the third time that night. With half-opened
eyes she bumbles toward the crib, scoops up the infant and feeds him sleepily.

* The student who completes a week of final exams, three term papers, a group project,
and the organization of a canned-food drive. He dives into bed but pauses for a moment
before falling asleep. Words addressed to the mysterious Holy One come muffled by
exhaustion: “Thanks. I got it all done.”

* The business executive who knows that a long day looms ahead. She faces the window
and lifts both hands in an eloquent gesture. “Thank you for a new day,” her hands seem
to say. “I am yours, O God. Help me to be kind as well as efficient.”

* The two friends who meet over coffee to talk through a dilemma that concerns them



both. They listen carefully, lean across the table toward each other, joke and respect each
other’s truth. They leave knowing clearly what action they must take; the caffeine was in
the conversation.

* The protester who takes a deep breath and steps across the line at the nuclear weapons
plant, thinking, “If I go to jail, I go to jail. But I can’t let conscience lie down and die.”

* The artist who launches a new project, excited about its potential while still aware that it
will take many long hours to complete. Still, a tantalizing intrigue hovers over the
beginning. How will this look when it’s finished? What will emerge?

* The older sister who knows it’s drudgery, but does it anyway. “Just this once, Sam,” she
tells her younger brother. “I’ll throw your jeans in the wash with my dark load so you’ll
have clean ones for the party.” They grin at each other in the easy camaraderie of people
who know they’ll fall again, and once again, they’ll bail each other out.

Do you recognize yourself in any of these moments of prayer?

These are not the long, uninterrupted stretches with books and formal words that many
would associate with prayer. Instead they accord with Jacob’s surprise: “Surely the Lord is
in this place —and I did not know it!” (Genesis 28:16). Or as Dorothy Day once asked,
“Since when are words the only acceptable form of prayer?”

In reflection after or during the event mentioned, these folks may recognize God’s
presence there. God is delighting in them. And they resonate with God’s dream for them,
becoming wiser, more generous, bold, creative, active or contemplative — whatever God
desired at their creation. So they consecrate their actions to God who is everywhere. An
attitude of prayer requires two parts, like two hands clapping or two wings beating.
Bringing God into daily life means a constant movement back and forth between action
and reflection.

Surely this rhythm marked Jesus’ days on Earth. He never said, “Today I multiplied loaves
and fishes, I don’t need to pray.” Instead, he entered solitude to be with God. His prayer
fueled his ministry and deepened his compassion.

Prayer is larger than any formula, holding a splendid range of possibilities. The God who
creates unique fingerprints, snowflakes and more than a million kinds of insects must love
variety. God relishes all the different voices of God’s children, no matter how bumbling
they may sound. Furthermore, God starts the conversation, coming to us in a myriad of
ways, tailored specifically to the individual. Some may find God more in events, like
liturgy or health care, others in people, inspiring places where nature is saturated with
God’s affection, or nurturing things —flowers, stained glass, hot coffee. The human
response is sensitivity to God’s initiative, alertness to God’s activity. Praying with the eye
of the soul is simply responding to God’s grace in our lives moment by moment, what
Jesus meant by “praying always.” As many spiritual writers say, the only way to fail at
prayer is to not show up.

[Kathy Coftey is the author of many books such as The Best of Being Catholic (Orbis),
Women of Mercy, Hidden Women of the Gospels and God in the Moment: Making Every
Day a Prayer. She has four children and gives retreats and workshops nationally. Visit her
website at kathyjcoffey.wordpress.com. ]


http://kathyjcoffey.wordpress.com

Hugs are an outward sign of inward grace

By Michael Leach

[This essay appeared in the February 3-16, 2012 edition of the National Catholic
Reporter.]

Vickie Leach is a serial hugger. When a party is over it takes us an hour to say goodbye.
Don’t even mention weddings.

Ponie Sheehan, our friend, is the Wonder Woman of huggers. When she and Vickie get
together they disappear into each other. Don’t sit in the same pew as Ponie if you panic at
the kiss of peace.

Vickie and Ponie are adult children of a kinder, gentler time. It is their loving habit to
express a truth of our existence: We are all literally in Love. We live and move and have
our being in Love (Acts 17: 28), and nothing can separate us from that Love or from each
other (Romans 8:38-39). Can anyone separate a wave from the ocean? Our purpose in life
is to come to see and to show what we really are in Christ. A hug is an outward sign of an
inward grace. It expresses our spiritual oneness with God and each other. What could be
more beautiful?

Jesus hugged children, embraced cripples and kissed lepers. St. Paul asked Christians to
“greet all the brothers and sisters with a holy kiss” (1 Thessalonians 5:26.) A holy kiss is
synonymous with a hug today: a warm, friendly, respectful gesture of unity and loving
regard. Paul repeats the suggestion to four other communities, as does Peter when he asks
his followers to “greet each other with a kiss of Christian love” (1 Peter 5:14). The kiss of
peace at Mass comes from this ancient tradition.

Isn’t it ironic that not only coworkers but priests and catechists have grown afraid to hug?
Hugging, a sign of peace, could get you in trouble. Fr. Joseph Girzone, who is 81 years
old, observes, “These days so many people who work for the church are afraid, it’s sad.”
When Father Joe helped out in a Maryland parish for the past eight years, he stood outside
the church after Mass on Sunday and hugged everyone. Kids told their parents, “I want to
go to the 9 o’clock Mass so I can get my hug.” Big men walked up to Girzone and said, “I
didn’t get my hug today.”

“Hugs are as natural as praying,” Girzone says. “And they’re healing.”

When Jesus embraced cripples, they walked again. When he kissed the cheek of a leper,
scales fell from his face. When he hugged a child, the child felt not fear but safety.

Family therapist Virginia Satir confirms, “We need four hugs a day for survival. We need
eight hugs a day for maintenance. We need 12 hugs a day for growth.” Research shows
that hugging for only 20 seconds lowers blood pressure and increases oxytocin, a hormone
that relieves stress. A lot of hugging reduces the risk of heart disease. And everyone
knows that hugging makes babies (and grownups) cry less.

Pastoral ministers will tell you that hugs are as essential to their tool kits as holy water. Fr.
Matt Hoffman taught us seminarians that the best thing to say to someone who is grieving



is nothing. “Hug them!” he told us. None of us know what to say when visiting the sick,
and that’s why we don’t visit them enough —we’re afraid. But a hug says it all, and is all
the ill and despondent want. An old saying goes, “A hug is a universal medicine. It is how
we handshake from the heart.”

A few years ago I was on a two-day retreat with 15 of my classmates from the seminary. It
was my turn to make a presentation and I chose the topic of suffering, because bad things
happening to good people always baffle me. At the end of the talk, Tom Smith said, “I
have to talk to you guys about something.”

Tom told us about his beloved daughter, who had recently died by suicide. He was sitting
on a desk chair that was like a cross pinning him down, but he gave us his wounded heart,
and at just the right moment Johnny Pritcher stood up and said, “All right, guys, group
hug!” We all rose and embraced and tears flowed and love passed from one guy to another
to the whole world. We held it for more than a minute.

And understood everything we would ever need to know about hugging and the
overwhelming love of God.

[Michael Leach edits Soul Seeing for NCR. He says if you see him on the street, you’ll
know what to do.]



Bringing God to the rhythms of our days

By Michael Sean Winters

[This essay appeared in the February 3-16, 2012 edition of the National Catholic
Reporter.]

As readers of my “Distinctly Catholic” blog on the NCR website know, I came down with
the flu at the beginning of the year. Seven days of it. Yuck.

Because I could not get out of bed, I missed Mass twice. And, consequently, for the weeks
that followed, I never knew quite which day it was. I felt like a cat that falls and doesn’t
land on all fours, disoriented and flustered. The whole week wasn’t right because it had
not started the way it was supposed to.

It is so easy to take Sunday Mass for granted. We all lead busy lives. We look at the
church bulletin and see that our parish church has four or five Masses every weekend.
Protestants don’t do that. Why all this effort to make Mass available to people? Because,
without the Mass, nothing else seems meaningful. Without the Eucharist, we are a hungry
people.

It has been a long time since I heard a sermon about the reason we Catholics have a
liturgical year. But, just as there are seasons in nature, there are liturgical seasons that
correspond not only to our commemoration of salvation history, but that correspond to the
different needs of the spiritual soul. We have Advent to help us focus on that part of our
soul that is still yearning for the fulfillment of the promises of the Messiah. We have Lent
to consider our need for salvation. We have Christmas and Easter to celebrate the two
great dogmas of our faith, the Incarnation and the passion and resurrection of the Lord.
And we have ordinary time to focus on the narratives in the Synoptic Gospels, the stories
of Jesus when he walked on the earth.

In my family, we have certain traditions that reflect the liturgical season. We may buy our
Christmas tree a few days in advance, but we never decorate it until Christmas Eve. Why
cut into Advent? On Palm Sunday, I always grab a big bunch of palms and place them in a
vase next to a large and beautiful crucifix that [ have in my living room. On Easter, we
drape that crucifix with white and gold ribbons and they stay there until Pentecost. These
little habits help attune the mind to the large and sacred mysteries that mark the liturgical
year.

In Boston, Cardinal Séan O’Malley has a special Mass on New Year’s Eve at midnight so
that he and those who wish to participate can begin the new year in prayer. This year, the
Mass was held at St. Leonard Parish in Boston’s North End and it was very well-attended.
“We had the holy hour directed by Fr. Matt Williams, with rosary and benediction,
followed by confessions, and then followed by the Eucharist,” O’Malley wrote on his
blog. “The Boston fireworks were going off as I finished my homily; it was a dramatic
way to finish a homily —with fireworks!” I like the fact that the faithful in Boston are
invited to sacralize the entire year by beginning it in prayer.

Space, as well as time, can be sacralized. Here in Washington, the Episcopal cathedral is a



very beautiful building, but I never quite feel like I am in a church. Maybe it is the large
statue of George Washington at the entrance, or the flags of all the 50 states that line the
nave. | mentioned this once to a fine priest I know and he said, “Oh, it’s not the flags.
There is no Blessed Sacrament. A church never feels like a church to a Catholic unless it
has the Blessed Sacrament.”

We Catholics put crosses everywhere. We put a cross over the door to our homes. We put
them over our beds. We put a rosary into the hands of our dead and on the headstones
where they are buried. We put a cross on the top of the steeples of our churches. In these
and other ways, we mark out a space and say it belongs to God.

It is a commonplace to say that Catholics’ sacramental system gives them a different
perspective on the relationship between the divine and the mundane. But there is nothing
commonplace about this phenomenon. It speaks profoundly to our deep belief that God 1s
present in the world, that “the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us” and that the
Word still dwells among us. There are times when it is useful to distinguish between the
sacred and the profane, but we Catholics know that such distinguishing is a half-truth. “All
was created in him; all was created for him.” All.

Many churchmen, including Pope Benedict XVI, have warned about the secularization of
the culture. I worry about that, too. But instead of the “culture warrior” stance that some
have adopted, I think we Catholics should spend less time worrying about those who seek
to eliminate God from the public square and more time trying to bless our time, to bring
God to our sense of the seasons and the rhythms of our days. If secularization is acting as
if God does not exist, what better way to combat it than to act as if he does exist. I just
wish it hadn’t taken a bout of the flu to remind me of it. And you can bet I will be sure to
get my throat blessed on the Feast of St. Blase!

[Michael Sean Winters writes about religion and politics on his Distinctly Catholic blog
on the NCR website, at NCRonline.org/blogs/distinctly-catholic.]


http://NCRonline.org/blogs/distinctly-catholic

Sighting the kingdom in Minneapolis
By Joe McHugh

[This essay appeared in the February 3-16, 2012 edition of the National Catholic
Reporter.]

During the past few months, I’ve struggled hard to identify my current religious practice.
Calling myself a religious dabbler trivializes my experience, and thinking of myself —
God forbid —as a cafeteria Catholic doesn’t quite hit the bull’s-eye either. But since I like
the safety of labels, “interreligionist” is about as close as I can get.

My religious sweet spot has me bouncing between two strikingly different religious
traditions. One week I attend Mass: candles, sermon, sacrament. The next week I slip into
the Quaker Meeting House for an hour of shared silence. No reading, no singing. Just
silence, something I find too little of in Catholic churches. On the other hand, I go to Mass
because I need sacrament. Besides a big difference in religious practice between the two,
there 1s an equally wide divide over authority. While Catholics have hierarchy, the
“priesthood of all believers™ is a cornerstone belief for Quakers.

The Catholic church’s hierarchy, I’'m sad to say, appears committed to a headlong descent
into a brittle, fundamentalist dogmatism —that’s dogma without expansion joints. My
Quaker friends, however, have long lived and worshiped with lots of expansion joints, a
dogma-free zone, if you like. While official Catholicism seems attached to answers,
Quakers work hard to encourage questions.

Here 1s an example of how I see this being played out here in Minnesota.

Armed with savvy legal counsel to ensure tax exemption, the Minnesota Catholic
Conference has launched an amazingly slick campaign “to develop and identify
sponsorship for a constitutional amendment defining marriage as a union between one
man and one woman.” Failure to do so, we’re instructed, will lead to colossal societal
degeneration. It’s simply a self-evident matter of natural law and dogma.

When I showed up at the Quaker Meeting House recently, my Irish Catholic sensibilities
did a double take when I spied a notice reminding everyone that the marriage equality
committee was meeting that afternoon.

After an hour of silent worship that morning, people stood to make announcements. One
of them was from an older woman who urged folks to remember that the Old Lesbian
Friends group was having its potluck lunch the next day. The Quaker tradition of tolerance
and peace make questions about lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people and
marriage an uncomplicated matter of social justice.

The next week I was in a beautiful old Catholic church in southeast Minneapolis. There
were a couple of families there, few teenagers or young adults, but lots of gray hair, canes,
walkers and hearing aids. It was there that I witnessed what I can only call a kingdom
sighting that brought most dogma, lack of dogma, ideology or politics to their knees. The
kingdom of God appeared suddenly and unexpectedly to me, in Hopkins’ words “like



shining from shook foil.”

When the Communion line began to thin, a disabled older man sped down the center aisle
in a power chair to receive Communion. There was a gay rainbow safety flag on the back
of his chair with one word printed on it in red letters: pride. He was too old and too sick to
do this to grandstand or protest; he just wanted to go to Communion. I wondered if
anybody saw him as a Catholic embarrassment or annoyance.

As he made his way down the aisle and then received the Eucharist, in my mind’s eye |
saw every leper and paralytic, every blind person and cripple, all the tax collectors and
prostitutes in the Gospels at his side. They all only wanted to be touched by Jesus and
welcomed into a communion that is neither abstract nor theoretical.

It is to such as these, I remembered, that the kingdom of God belongs.

[Joe McHugh is a spiritual director and retreat director based in the Twin Cities. He can be
contacted at jjmch1300@gmail.com.]
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