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Does Fun Have a Place in a Hermit’s Life?
When recently asked whether fun has a place in a hermit’s life, I had an immediate
negative reaction until I remembered the saying of monastic wisdom that if you keep a
bow always taut, you will ruin it. If a hermit is always tense, he will ruin his health. This
is part of the story about a visitor to the desert who found a famous anchorite talking to
his pet parrot and was scandalized that he took the time for such frivolous recreation.
The famous monk then told his visitor about the taut bow.
Yes, we do need some recreation in our lives even though we are trying to live a
hermit life. Carthusians have a weekly hike in the woods with conversation and a Sunday
afternoon recreation for conversation. We need time for conversation with others,
perhaps around a daily or weekly meal. I have only one meal per day at noon, but I take
it with the other retired priests and brothers who live with me in this retirement residence
of my order. I look forward to eating and sharing with them in conversation. It refreshes
me and renews my spirit, for I spend the rest of my day in solitude. It is also a time for
me to love Christ in others. We also need some physical exercise, so I take a daily
twenty-minute walk by myself—in all seasons—around our beautiful grounds.
Other than that, though, to be perfectly honest, I avoid recreation and worldly fun
for the sake of the joy and peace of Christ that I find when I purify my heart and senses
from worldly distractions and pleasures such as Television, movies, radio, secular music,
DVD’s, videos, novels, and the delicacies of the table. I eat only plain food without
meat, seasoning, or oil, without sauces, nothing fried, and nothing made of white flour,
white rice, sugar, or artificial sweeteners. Except for meat, these are mostly things
designed primarily to give pleasure, with little or no nutritional value. In fact, they are
usually harmful to your health, for the most nutritious part is removed to give greater
pleasure at the expense of nourishment (e.g. white bread, white rice, cakes, cookies, etc.).
It is my belief that by thus reducing unnecessary pleasure, we are able to have a
more undivided heart in our love of God, and thus come to experience him more
profoundly in the great peace and joy he gives. To me, it is foolish to jeopardize this
greater peace and joy of spirit—the reason for which I am trying to live a hermit life—by
pursuing worldly fun. To the degree that we can sacrifice worldly pleasure, to that
degree we are normally more able to enter into the deep spiritual joy and peace of Christ
with an undivided heart and love him with all our heart, which is Jesus’s first
commandment (Mark 12:30).
Thus we have to lose our life in a worldly sense in order to save it in a deeper
spiritual sense (Mark 8:35; John 12:25). We must renounce the things of the world to
obtain the buried treasure and the pearl of great price (Matt. 13:44-46). We are to serve
but one master only, not God and mammon (Matt. 6:24), and we are to have only one
treasure (Matt. 6:19-21). We are to be crucified with Christ to the world (Gal. 6:14), and
this means to be crucified to a life of worldly pleasure. Since we have been raised with
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Christ, we are to seek the things that are above, where Christ is, not the things of the earth
(Col 3:1-2). We are not to be like the rich surrounded by their pleasures, whom Jesus
curses as already having received their reward. “Woe to you that are rich, for you have
already received your reward” (Luke 6:24). Those who live surrounded by pleasures are
like the seeds that “fell among the thorns. They are those who hear, but … they are
choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life, and their fruit does not mature”
(Luke 8:14). Instead of the broad and easy path of the many that leads to destruction, we
are to take the narrow and difficult path of life (Matt. 7:13-14).
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The Ascetical Message of Jesus
“So he departed from there, and found Elisha the son of Shaphat, who was plowing, with
twelve yoke of oxen before him, and he was with the twelfth. Elijah passed by him and
cast his mantle upon him. And he left the oxen, and ran after Elijah, and said, ‘Let me
kiss my father and my mother, and then I will follow you’” (1 Kings 19:19-20).

This is the call of Elisha to be Elijah’s follower. Elisha asks permission to first say
farewell to his parents. He then slew the oxen and cooked them on the wood of their
yoke, indicating thereby his intention to leave his former life behind him and begin a new
life as a follower of Elijah.
The call which Jesus gives us is similar but still more radical. He does not even
allow a would-be disciple to say farewell to his family. One said to him, “‘I will follow
you, Lord; but let me first say farewell to those at my home.’ Jesus said to him, ‘No one
who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God’” (Luke 9:6162). We see here the radicalism of Jesus’ call. It implies a radical renunciation of our
former way of life, a sharp break with ordinary life. It is a call to a completely new and
different way of living. Most people try to eliminate this radicalism and compromise
with ordinary living. They try to serve two masters (Matt. 6:24), accommodating
themselves to a comfortable but compromised life, divided between God and the
pleasures of the world. They do not like to hear Jesus’ radical teaching that we have to
renounce a worldly life to be his disciples.
But Jesus’ call is clear. “If any one comes to me and does not hate his own father
and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he
cannot be my disciple … So therefore, whoever of you does not renounce all that he has
cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:26, 33). There is more than one way of doing this, but
to try to follow Jesus without this radicalism and renunciation is to misunderstand his
call.
Many today would like to remove asceticism from Jesus’ message. They want to
be his followers in everything but this. There are even those who would like to remove
asceticism from monastic and eremitic life. Yet asceticism is the foundation for
mysticism and contemplation. Renunciation of the world and its delights is the first step,
the foundation upon which everything else is built. This is how one loves God with all
his heart, with an undivided heart. Without this sacrifice, this first step, it is impossible to
serve only one master (Matt. 6:24) and love God with all one’s heart, mind, soul, and
strength (Mark 12:30).
Nowadays this is the message most people need to hear, for most have rejected it,
and so they are building their house on sand. They lack a foundation. We need to
remember what The Imitation of Christ is constantly saying: “The more you withdraw
yourself from the consolation of all creatures, the sweeter and more blessed consolations
you will receive from your Creator” (3.12.5).
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No One Can Serve Two Masters
“No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he
will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and mammon”
(Matt. 6:24).

This verse key for understanding the Christian life and Christian spirituality. How many
people destroy themselves spiritually by their way of living. They want to serve God but
also the delights of the world, and so they are divided. They are trying to serve two
masters at the same time, and Jesus told us that this is impossible. “No one can serve two
masters … You cannot serve God and mammon” (Matt. 6:24). Those who try to do both
do not serve God well. Their life is a constant round of pleasures, diversions, trips,
recreations, and entertainments. They are in permanent orbit. They are completely
divided and cannot sit still or stay put in any one place. They are always going on some
new trip to a new place or to visit a relative or a friend, or they are sitting before the
television.
They have not understood that life should be a sacrifice of love for God and
service to others for the love of God. They do not understand that they should serve him
with all their heart, mind, soul, and strength (Mark 12:30). They do not understand that
all the love of their heart should go in only one direction—toward God.
A hose full of holes will not run a sprinkler very well because the water pressure
will be reduced by so much water escaping on the side through the holes before it reaches
the sprinkler. It is the same with someone who wants to love God, but whose love is
dissipated in many directions. Such a person lacks concentration. His affective energy is
dissipated. He is trying to serve two masters, and he does not succeed. This is why “it is
easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the
kingdom of God” (Matt. 19:24). This is why Jesus taught us that we must renounce all
that we have if we want to obtain the kingdom of God, just as the buried treasure was
only obtained at the price of everything else (Matt. 13:44).
This is why the Desert Fathers left the world and went to live in the desert. They
wanted to escape from the activities, distractions, entertainments, and feasts of the world
in order to serve God with all their hearts. We should try to do the same. If we want to
live a holy life, this is the way we should live especially if we have consecrated our lives
to God as religious, priests, and celibates. To enjoy the advantages of a consecrated life,
we have to serve only one master and live a life of sacrifice, asceticism, austerity, silence,
prayer, fasting, and work, renouncing the pleasures of the world. Only in this way will
we be able to serve only one master. Only in this way will we have an undivided heart,
and only in this way will we live a holy life. If we fail in this, we will not be living in the
way that God wants us to live. We will rather be like seeds sown among thorns, which
are worldly pleasures. They will choke us so that our life is not fruitful for God (Luke
8:14).
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One Treasure only, the Lord
“Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth … but lay up for yourselves treasures in
heaven … For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” (Matt. 6:19-21).

There is only one treasure in this world that is worth having—God. This is because
“where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” (Matt. 6:21). If we have treasures
here on earth, there will our heart be; and our heart will be divided between these
treasures and God. Then we will no longer have an undivided heart in our love for God.
The consecrated life, as it is lived by religious, priests, and celibates, has its
greatness in that those that live it try to have only one treasure, the Lord. They even
renounce a human spouse and a family of their own as well as many other things in this
world for the love of God to live for him alone with all the love of their hearts. They do
not want to divide their love even with a human spouse, for they want all their love to go
only to God. They want to love him with all their heart in as literal a way as possible—
with an undivided heart. They therefore simplify their lives in many ways.
In the monastic tradition—especially the Desert Fathers—we see the practice of
austerity in every aspect of life in order not to have treasures here below but only in
heaven. They live simply, often alone as hermits. They eat with great austerity,
renouncing the delicacies of the city and the world. They dress in habits, renouncing
secular dress as an expression of their renunciation of the world and its lifestyle with its
pleasures and delights. They want to have only one delight, God. They want their hearts
to be radically in him, and not in the world in its worldliness and quest for pleasure.
They renounce all to find all in God, who is their only treasure.
God is the buried treasure that one can obtain only at the price of renouncing
everything else (Matt. 13:44). The man that discovered this treasure could obtain it only
by selling everything that he had, for only in this way could he buy the field in which the
treasure was buried. This parable teaches us to do the same if we want the treasure that is
God.
A life of perfection entails the renunciation of everything but God in order to have
our treasure only in heaven and to possess it with an undivided heart, as Jesus told the
rich young man, “If you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the poor,
and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me” (Matt. 19:21).
If we live simply without unnecessary trips, entertainments, and worldly
diversions, and if we dress simply even renouncing secular dress, if we eat austerely
renouncing delicacies and the delights of the table, we will be on the way of perfection if
we do this in order to have but one treasure only, the Lord. Living in this way is indeed
worthwhile, “for where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” (Matt. 6:21).
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How to Stay in the Light
“Go, wash in the pool of Siloam (which means Sent). So he went and washed and came
back seeing” (John 9:7).

Christ anointed our eyes; and by washing in him, we now see. What happened to the
man born blind also happens to us when we believe in Jesus Christ. This is a lesson for
the catechumens that will be baptized during the Easter Vigil. Their eyes will be opened,
and they will see a whole new world, a new reality, the world of faith, and the new
creation of Jesus Christ. In being thus renewed by baptism, they themselves will become
a new creation, new men, new creatures, persons renewed by Jesus Christ.
We are those persons because we have been baptized in Christ. When we come to
have faith in him, we are remade and renewed. We have been anointed by Christ. He
anointed our eyes, for as the natural children of Adam we were blind from birth. He
anointed us, and we bathed in the pool which is Christ. In doing this with faith, we return
seeing. Christ opens our eyes. “Once you were darkness, but now you are light in the
Lord” (Eph. 5:8). “I am the light of the world; he who follows me will not walk in
darkness, but will have the light of life” (John 8:12). For this, Christ came into the world,
to be its light, to illuminate us, to bring us the splendor of heaven, the heavenly light from
which he came, the light in which he lives eternally with the Father. If we believe in him
and follow him, we will not walk in darkness but will have the light of life.
Christ has given us a promise and a condition. In order to receive the promise, we
have to fulfill the condition. To walk in the light (the promise), we have to follow him
(the condition), we have to do his will. When we fail to do his will, we fall out of his
light, for we have not kept the condition, and we are once again in darkness until we
repent and receive his forgiveness anew. How important it is then to always clearly know
God’s will and do it exactly. By doing so, we will walk in the light of Christ; and he will
shine in our hearts (2 Cor. 4:6).
How different was the life of the man born blind after believing in Jesus. And
this is only a symbol of the much greater difference in our life after we believe in Jesus
Christ. Everything changes for us. We now have a clear goal in life, a purpose for which
we live and work. But more important than that, we now live in the light, whereas
previously we lived in darkness. We are now light in the Lord, as once we were darkness
(Eph. 5:8). We have awakened and risen from the dead, and Christ shines on us (Eph.
5:14). We now proclaim the wonders of him who called us “out of darkness into his
marvelous light” (1 Pet. 2:9). We now see his splendor within us. He reveals his light to
us, and we walk in it. He makes us sons of light. We are “sons of light and sons of the
day; we are not of the night or of darkness” (1 Thess. 5:5).
Many do not walk in the light, for they do not know God’s will. They do not
follow it. Nor do they know Jesus who can save them from the darkness. There is a
Savior. With faith in him, we can get out of the darkness and walk in the light of Christ.
So what is God’s will? He will reveal it to us if we listen to him. The details of
his will are different for each person, and he reveals them to us individually. But in
general, his will is that we love him with all our heart. This is Jesus’s first and greatest
commandment (Mark 12:30). This means not dividing our heart among the unnecessary
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delights and pleasures of this world but rather living simply, in evangelical poverty, a life
detached from worldliness and recollected in him. Such detachment is necessary if we
want to love God with all our heart, without any division of heart. Those who live like
this and follow the personal indications that he gives them are fulfilling the condition that
Jesus laid down for walking in the light. They follow him with all their heart. He who
does this will receive the promise. He “will not walk in darkness, but will have the light
of life” (John 8:12).
Christ came into the world to die on the cross so that we might walk in the light,
for his vicarious death substituted for us on the cross and served our death sentence for
our sins in our place. When we fall out of the light by sinning or by falling into an
imperfection, we can once again invoke the merits of his vicarious death and be saved
from the pit of darkness into which we have fallen. God knows our condition and
weakness and saves us from darkness when we believe in him and invoke the merits of
his death on the cross. Then we should try harder in the future to remain in his will in
order to remain in the light. In this way we will also remain in his love, for he said,
“Abide in my love. If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love” (John
15:9-10). To remain in his light is to remain in his love.
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Fasting in the Christian Life
“The days will come, when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will
fast in those days” (Luke 5:35).

The liturgy knows our need of instruction in the basics of the Christian life, such as the
importance of prayer and fasting, and so it again and again presents us with texts like this,
skipping over many others. Fasting is basic to the Christian life because it leads us along
the path of seeking all our delight only in the Lord, as today’s Invitatory says, “Come, let
us praise the Lord; in him is all our delight.”
Jesus has given us a new way of living in the world, loving him with all our heart,
soul, mind, and strength (Mark 12:30) without dividing our heart among other delights.
A Christian therefore lives a life of prayer and fasting, living simply in evangelical
poverty. Jesus calls us to renounce all to obtain the buried treasure and the pearl of great
price (Matt. 13:44-46) and to be perfect (Matt. 19:21). He blesses more those who leave
family, home, and lands for his sake (Matt. 19:29), those who lose their life in this world
for him (Mark 8:35), those who even hate their life in this world for love of him (John
12:25), those who renounce all for him (Luke 14:33), as did St. Paul, considering all else
as refuse in order to gain Christ (Phil. 3:7), and as did the first disciples (Luke 5:11, 28),
whom he made fishers of men (Mark 1:17-18). They left their nets, their boat, and even
their father for love of him (Mark 1:19-20) to serve only one master (Matt. 6:24) and to
have only one treasure (Matt. 6:19-21). They are the blessed poor (Luke 6:20) and poor
in spirit (Matt. 5:3), while the rich with their pleasures have already had their consolation
(Luke 6:24), like the rich glutton in hell (Luke 16:25). The rich, surrounded by the
pleasures of the world, are like a camel trying to get through the eye of a needle (Matt.
19:24).
One form of fasting is to give up seasoning, for the purpose of seasoning is only
to give added pleasure, not nutrition. Another form is to renounce delicacies, things only
designed to give pleasure, such as foods made of white flour (from which the most
nutritious part has been removed to increase pleasure) and sugar, which serves pleasure,
not nutrition. One can also eat only once a day, at midday, to be light for prayer in the
morning. To eat one’s main meal in the evening leaves one with undigested food in the
little hours of the morning when he rises for prayer and contemplation, thus impeding his
contemplation. Eating breakfast drops one spiritually at the most spiritual time of the
day. One meal at noon leaves plenty of time for digestion before one’s main time for
prayer in the early morning. One can also renounce meat. Most people in the world do
not eat meat as Americans do—two or three times a day! One can eat simple, nutritious,
healthy, and basic foods, such as bread, rice, potatoes, beans, lentils, fish, eggs, nuts,
vegetables, fruit, cheese, and milk.
The Christian praises the Lord, because in him is all his delight, and he tries to
make his whole life fit this pattern, renouncing other delights. One should therefore also
renounce pleasure trips, movies, restaurants, and social visiting, as do monks. The desire
of the Christian, in short, should be to live a simple life of prayer and fasting, totally
dedicated to the Lord, not seeking unnecessary forms of pleasure.
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The Splendid Life of the Virgin Mary
“‘Behold, a virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and his name shall be called Emmanuel’
(which means God with us)” (Matt. 1:23; cf. Isa. 7:14).

The Church in her liturgy, especially in the divine office, has traditionally used the
Canticle of Canticles to celebrate the Blessed Virgin Mary. The Canticle is included in
the Bible because it has always been interpreted—even by the Jews—as an allegory of
the love between God and man, between God and his people, represented by the bride of
the Canticle. The liturgy sees in Mary the supreme fulfillment of the bride of the
Canticle of Canticles in her love for her divine bridegroom. These are exceedingly
beautiful images, and they help us to contemplate the mystery of the courtship between
the Virgin Mary and God. Their nuptial relationship is our model too if we want to be
contemplatives, for being a contemplative means having an intimate, nuptial relationship
with God, as did Mary.
The divine bridegroom, the spouse of our soul, and the bridegroom of the Virgin
Mary, is like a cedar of Lebanon, full of the scent of the forest. “His appearance is like
Lebanon, choice as the cedars” (Cant. 5:15). She begins to resemble him and so can use
his words about herself: “I grew tall like a cedar in Lebanon, and like a cypress on the
heights of Hermon” (Sir. 24:13). Since she frequents these forests to be alone with him,
she also begins to have the same forest scent as he does, and so he says to her, “The scent
of your garments is like the scent of Lebanon” (Cant. 4:11).
The Canticle pictures the bride as a solitary, a hermit, who hides herself away
with her beloved amid the aromatic trees of the forest. So he says to her, “Come with me
from Lebanon, my bride; come with me from Lebanon. Depart from the peak of Amana,
from the peak of Senir and Hermon, from the dens of lions, from the mountains of
leopards” (Cant. 4:8). To such lengths does she go, to such remote places and mountains
peaks, amid snow leopards, presumably living in a cave in the snow to live in solitude
and uninterrupted silence with the beloved of her soul.
The Canticle also pictures her living on a mountain of myrrh, a hill of
frankincense, surrounded by aromatic trees, in a house with beams of cedar and rafters of
pine and cypress, all fragrant woods, sleeping on a bed of flowers with her beloved like a
bag of myrrh suspended between her breasts. And so he says, “Until the day breathes and
the shadows flee, I will hie me to the mountain of myrrh and the hill of frankincense”
(Cant. 4:6). And she says, “Our couch is green; the beams of our house are cedar, our
rafters are pine” (Cant. 1:16-17).
She is all perfumed from contemplating her divine bridegroom. She even exhales
perfume, as he does, and so uses his words to say, “Like cinnamon and acanthus, I have
yielded a perfume, like choice myrrh, have breathed out a scent” (Sir. 24:15 JB). Like
him, she has a scent “like the smoke of incense in the tent” (Sir. 24:15 JB), and like him
she is like “the rose bushes of Jericho” (Sir. 24:14 JB).
His scent is communicated to her, and so in contemplating him in the desert she is
like a column of smoke, made up of aromatic powders, arising from the desert. And we
exclaim in admiration, “What is that coming up from the wilderness, like a column of
smoke, perfumed with myrrh and frankincense, with all the fragrant powders of the
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merchant?” (Cant. 3:6). It is the litter of Solomon, his palanquin, “from the wood of
Lebanon” (Cant. 3:9). She is like the Lord’s bed. Recognizing that it is her, we say,
“Who is this coming up from the desert leaning on her lover?” (Cant. 8:5 JB). She has
gone to the desert—not only to the mountains of leopards—for her contemplation, and
she rises up from the desert, leaning on her beloved, all perfumed from her encounter
with him.
The Lord is also like “an apple tree among the trees of the wood, so is my beloved
among young men” (Cant. 2:3). Assimilating herself to him, she eats apples, for she is
faint with love, and her breath then has the scent of apples. “Sustain me with raisins,
refresh me with apples; for I am sick with love” (Cant. 2:5). And he says to her, “The
scent of your breath like apples” (Cant. 7:8).
Not only do we honor the Blessed Virgin Mary today on her birthday, but we also
want to imitate her courtship with her divine bridegroom. We too seek solitude amid the
beauty of nature to contemplate him, and to be like her, all perfumed from our encounter
with him.
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Blessed Are the Poor
“Blessed are you poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.… But woe to you that are rich,
for you have received your consolation” (Luke 6:20, 24).

The Beatitudes present us with a whole way of life, a new way of living in the world. It
is the way of the anawim of the Old Testament, the blessed poor who lived only for God.
They are the true blessed ones. Jesus tells us that the rich who live a luxurious life are
cursed, for they have had their consolation in the pleasures of the flesh and of the body,
in worldly pleasures. “But woe to you that are rich, for you have received your
consolation” (Luke 6:24). “Truly, I say to you, it will be hard for a rich man to enter the
kingdom of heaven. Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a
needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God” (Matt. 19:23-24).
It is better to be among the poor of this world who live only for God. “Blessed
are you poor, for yours is the kingdom of God” (Luke 6:20). If we are not poor by birth,
we can still accept Jesus’ invitation to become poor by voluntarily renouncing the world
and its pleasures for the sake of the kingdom of God. This is the call to perfection, to
renounce the pleasures of the world for the sake of the kingdom of God.
To the rich young man, Jesus said, “If you would be perfect, go, sell what you
possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me”
(Matt. 19:21). The rich glutton, “who feasted sumptuously every day” (Luke 16:19),
heard in hell (where he went after death) that he has already had his consolation in the
luxurious life he led on earth (Luke 16:25). “Son, remember that you in your lifetime
received your good things” (Luke 16:25).
Now is the time to decide. Will you live in the future for God or for yourself?
Will you live a radical life of evangelical poverty, or will you continue living a life of
worldly pleasure? Will you accept Jesus’ invitation to be one of the anawim who live
only for him, or will you have your consolation here below in the pleasures of the world?
Jesus invites us to a new way of living, to be one of the poor of Yahweh, to accept
evangelical poverty and renounce the world and its pleasures to have our consolation in
him and in the kingdom. St. Paul invites us to live a risen life in the risen Christ and seek
the things that are above, not those of the world. “If then you have been raised with
Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God.
Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth” (Col. 3:1-2). He
also warns us not to be like many who “live as enemies of the cross of Christ. Their end
is destruction, their god is the belly, and they glory in their shame, with minds set on
earthly things” (Phil. 3:18-19).
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The Gate of the Few
“Whoever would save his life will lose it; and whoever loses his life for my sake and the
gospel’s will save it” (Mark 8:35).

This is a scripture verse that has made many saints. It contains a whole orientation of
life. It has been a key verse in my own life, one that has guided me in decisions I made at
certain key points of my life. I chose, by meditating on this verse, the more difficult way
of losing my life in this world for the love of Christ instead of the other possibility that
lay before me.
Jesus Christ invites us to follow him completely, leaving the world and other
possibilities behind, for he invites us to deny ourselves, take up our cross, and follow
him. “Whoever desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross,
and follow Me” (Mark 8:34 NKJV). Then our key verse follows, for denying ourselves,
taking up our cross, and following Jesus in this radical way is to lose our life in the world
for the sake of Jesus and the gospel. But Jesus promises those who choose this more
difficult way, this way of life (Matt. 7:13-14), that they will save their life with him. But
those who do not want to lose their life like this in this world for the sake of Jesus and the
gospel will lose their life with God, which is true life, the only life worth living.
Those who choose true life are few. Most will prefer the comfortable way that
leads to perdition. The way of life is for the few because it is the more difficult way
(Matt. 7:13-14). It is precisely this more difficult way that Jesus invites us to choose.
“Enter by the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is easy, that leads to
destruction, and those who enter by it are many. For the gate is narrow and the way is
hard, that leads to life, and those who find it are few” (Matt. 7:13-14).
Many choose the wide gate, for it is the gate of saving our life in this world. Yet
it is the way that leads to perdition. It is the gate of those who will lose their life in the
only sense that has meaning. Few are they who choose the narrow gate. For it is the gate
of losing their life in this world. But those who do choose it will save their life in the
only way that has meaning, for it is the gate that leads to life.
Which gate are you choosing? Which gate have you chosen up until now in your
life?
What does this gate that leads to life look like, this gate that few choose, the gate
of losing your life in this world for the love of Christ and the gospel? It is the gate of
loving God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength (Mark 12:30). It is the gate of
those who observe the first and most important commandment of Jesus. Those who love
God with all their heart, who keep the greatest commandment, watch over their heart lest
it divide among other things and the pleasures of the world. They do as does the man
who discovered a treasure buried in a field. “In his joy he goes and sells all that he has
and buys that field” (Matt. 13:44). He loses his life in this world by selling all that he has
to buy the field, but he saves his life with God by obtaining the hidden treasure, which is
the kingdom of God, the love of God in his heart.
He did not want to hear what Jesus said to the rich, “But woe to you that are rich,
for you have received your consolation” (Luke 6:24), nor did he want to hear what the
rich glutton, “who feasted sumptuously every day” (Luke 16:19), heard in Hades, “Son,
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remember that you in your lifetime received your good things” (Lk 16:25). The rich man
has already had his consolation in his luxurious life in this world. He did not lose his life
in this world to save it with God. Instead he saved it in this world to lose it with God. He
chose the wide gate of the many, the gate of saving his life, enjoying the delights of this
world, so he lost his life in the only sense that has any meaning. He chose the gate of the
many, which is the gate which leads to perdition. He refused the narrow gate of the few
who love God with all their heart, the gate that leads to life, and he rather divided his
heart among the delights of this world and so lost his life with God.
The gate of life is the more difficult, narrow gate. It is not the gate of the seed
sown amid thorns, for the thorns are the “riches and pleasures of life” (Luke 8:14). To
avoid the thorns, one has to renounce the pleasures of life which choke us so that we do
not bear fruit for God, “for what fell among the thorns, they are those who hear, but as
they go on their way they are choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life, and
their fruit does not mature” (Luke 8:14). Most people do not want to renounce the
pleasures of life, and so they do not bear much fruit, but rather are choked by these same
pleasures, and their heart is divided among them, and so they do not love God with all
their heart. They have not lost their life in this world to save it with God, but rather have
saved their life in this world, and so have lost it with God. They prefer to be the first in
this world rather than the first in the kingdom of God. But to be the first in the kingdom
we have to renounce this world and be the last in this world, for “the last will be first, and
the first last” (Matt. 20:16).
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How Pastors Kill Their Sheep
“Let no one despise your youth, but set the believers an example in speech and conduct,
in love, in faith, in purity” (1 Tim. 4:12).

How important is the example of a pastor for his congregation! As St. Augustine says, he
can either kill or strengthen his sheep just by the example of his own life. The general
orientation, attitude, and way of life of a pastor has great influence on his flock. If he
only has the idea that God created the world for our enjoyment, he will kill his sheep, for
such teaching is but the first rung of the spiritual ladder. The higher rungs of the ladder
of the spiritual life stress rather the renunciation of the world and its unnecessary
pleasures. The goodness of creation teaches us the goodness of God, but there is also
danger here, for in enjoying this goodness, it is easy to forget God, the source of this
goodness, and divide our heart from an undivided love for God. It is impossible for those
who abandon themselves to a life of pleasure in the good things of creation, to have a
heart reserved only for the Lord. They are, rather, divided and, as a result, forgetful of
God. They are distracted, not recollected—they do not keep custody over their minds
and hearts—and so they cannot advance spiritually. If a pastor thinks and lives like this,
his flock will not advance, it will not grow in spirituality and holiness, but rather will
remain only on the first rung of the ladder of spiritual growth.
After learning of the goodness of God through the beauty of nature, to advance
further, we are called to renounce the good things of this creation that are not necessary,
for the sake of the better things of the new creation, the kingdom of God. This is how a
pastor should think, live, and teach if he wants to help his flock to grow spiritually. He
will help his sheep if he first of all thinks correctly himself and if secondly he lives
correctly, that is, in accord with a correct way of thinking. Then he will help them if he
teaches correctly. If, however, he thinks, lives, and teaches in a worldly way, ignorant of
correct teaching, he will kill his sheep instead of strengthening them.
Every pastor should study the New Testament and base his thinking, conduct, and
teaching on its teaching, not on his own ideas or on worldly notions. Jesus teaches us to
deny ourselves, take up our cross, and follow him (Mark 8:34). He teaches us to lose our
life in this world in order to save it (Mark 8:35), to hate our life in this world in order to
keep it (John 12:25), to sell all in order to obtain the hidden treasure and the pearl of great
price (Matt. 13:44-46), to leave all in order to be perfect (Matt. 19:21), to renounce
family, home, land, etc. in order to gain the hundredfold reward (Matt. 19:29), not to be
like a camel trying to get through the eye of a needle (Matt. 19:24), to leave all (Luke
14:33) like the first disciples (Luke 5:11, 28; Mark 1:17-18, 20), not to live in delights,
for those who do so have already had their reward (Luke 6:24; 16:25) and will be choked
by these delights and not bear fruit (Luke 8:14). This is the teaching of Jesus that a
pastor should know, believe, live, and teach in order to strengthen, not kill his flock.
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Leaving Everything, He Rose and Followed Him
“As Jesus passed on from there, he saw a man called Matthew sitting at the tax office;
and he said to him, ‘Follow me.’ And he rose and followed him” (Matt. 9:9).

The call of the apostles together with their immediate and wholehearted response, leaving
everything and following Jesus, is always an inspiration for us to do the same when Jesus
Christ calls us. It is a radical call to leave all for Christ, and Matthew’s response is
equally radical, “And he rose and followed him” (Matt. 9:9). According to St. Luke, “He
left everything, and rose and followed him” (Luke 5:28). Simon, James, and John
responded in an equally radical way after seeing the great catch of fish they made at the
command of Jesus. “When they had brought their boats to land, they left everything and
followed him” (Luke 5:11).
Leaving everything is a radical response. It changed Matthew’s whole life. He
renounced his work, his means of livelihood, and the way he spent his time. His life
completely changed. So it should also be with us. We too should change our whole life
and lifestyle upon following Jesus Christ. After responding to the call of Jesus to be one
of his disciples, we are no longer private individuals that can just wander around
incognito wherever we want, doing whatever we want, with no one knowing who we are.
Once we have been called by Christ, we are known as his disciples, we are marked men,
and should live only for him from then on. Our whole life should be dedicated to him,
not to ourselves, not to our own entertainment. We should renounce worldly pleasures
and a worldly life and lifestyle, as St. Matthew renounced his impure work as a tax
collector for the Romans.
Matthew now invites all his contacts, other tax collectors and sinners, in order to
bring them to Jesus. In the future, he will be a preacher of the kingdom of God, poor like
the other apostles who left their secular work to follow Jesus full-time.
And you, have you responded like this to the call of Jesus Christ? Have you
given up a worldly lifestyle in order to live only for God and find all you joy only in him,
giving up and renouncing a life of pleasure in the things here below? This is what Christ
wants of you. He wants all of you. He expects a response from you as radical as that of
the apostles. We have much to renounce—our freedom to wander about incognito in the
world as private individuals, doing whatever we want, seeking the pleasures of life.
Rather, we are to leave everything, rise, and follow him (Luke 5:28).
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Experiencing God in the Heart
“If your hand causes you to sin, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life maimed than
with two hands to go to hell, to the unquenchable fire” (Mark 9:43).

Here we see the importance of avoiding occasions of falling into sin or of getting lost and
finding ourselves far from God. Whatever scandalizes us and is an occasion for falling
away from God, we should cut off and sacrifice. It is better to enter into life maimed,
lame, or with only one eye than to be thrown into hell with two hands, two feet, and two
eyes. We are to make sacrifices and lose things, friends, opportunities, and honors to
keep from falling away from God. This is how a Christian is to act. A foolish person,
however, protects himself, refusing all sacrifices, and in his foolishness he falls
continually. He is not careful about his life. He lives carelessly and negligently. He is
not vigilant. A foolish person does not try to live soberly and piously in this age (Titus
2:12).
The world is full of things that cause us fall away from God and forget him. In
the area of food there are, for example, delicacies that harm our health and are eaten only
for pleasure. These are also occasions for forgetting God, for putting something into our
heart that competes with God for our attention. This is why the Desert Fathers and strict
monks during the most fervent periods of their history renounced such things. They
made this sacrifice in order to live only for God in every aspect of their life. They
wanted to keep the love of their heart for him alone. So they cut off their hand and foot
and plucked out their eye in order not to fall away from him.
Television and movies are also an occasion for falling away from God, for they
show every kind of image that fouls our mind, memory, and imagination and distracts us
from God and from a sober, just, and pious life in this age (Titus 2:12). They cause us to
fall away from a life that renounces ungodliness and worldly desires (Titus 2:12) to live
in eager expectation and preparation for the appearing of our Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ (Titus 2:13). St. Paul tells us that we are “to keep the commandment unstained
and free from reproach until the appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Tim. 6:14).
Imprudent friendships are another occasion for falling away from God. They are
dangerous because the heart can fall in love and thus become divided and thereby be in
great anguish and agony. If one is celibate, he loses the joy and benefit of his celibacy,
which is having an undivided heart, reserved for the Lord alone. A person can lose all his
peace on this dangerous road and be separated from God. A wise person will sacrifice
imprudent friendships. It will be a difficult sacrifice, like cutting off a hand, a foot, or
plucking out an eye, but it is necessary to protect the heart from this danger and to enter
into the fullness of life.
Useless trips undertaken without need or purpose but simply for the pleasure of
wandering about and spending time are another occasion for falling away. We are to
sacrifice this too if we want to have an undivided heart in our relationship with God.
This is why stability is one of the most important monastic vows. Monks always live in
same place and furthermore live within a monastic enclosure. They are not to needlessly
wander about.
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God is everywhere. He is within our hearts. Why then do so many people not
experience him? It is because they do not hide themselves with him in their heart, but
rather are always outside, wandering about through the world and its pleasures. To
experience God in the depth of our heart, we have to hide ourselves in our heart with him
and leave the world and its pleasures behind, for they only distract us from him. We
must sacrifice the pleasures and delights of the world and hide ourselves in silence. The
good things of the world are important in the first step of a spiritual life. They reveal to
us the goodness of God. But to advance further in our quest of God, we must take the
path of sacrifice of the good things of this world and seek God within, sacrificing
unnecessary external pleasures as distractions which only divide our heart from an
undivided love of God.
Contemplative prayer is a whole way of life and includes every aspect of our life.
It includes how we spend our time, and how we live in this world. It includes our whole
lifestyle. It includes all the sacrifices that we make to be contemplatives. It includes
cutting off our hand and foot and plucking out our eye that scandalize us. Contemplative
prayer also includes hiding ourselves in silence with God, seated in darkness in the prayer
of the heart. If we live in this way, we will experience God in the depth of our heart, and
we will not have to wander about, looking for him outside.
So “If your hand causes you to sin, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life
maimed than with two hands to go to hell, to the unquenchable fire” (Mark 9:43).
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Marriage and Celibacy in God’s Plan
“From the beginning of creation, ‘God made them male and female.’ ‘For this reason a
man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become
one.’ So they are no longer two but one. What therefore God has joined together, let not
man put asunder” (Mark 10:6-9).

This is God’s original plan for man and woman. This is why God created woman,
saying, “It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit for him”
(Gen. 2:18). The woman was created from Adam’s rib and is therefore, as Adam said,
“bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Gen 2:23). She was created after Adam, to be
his helper, his assistant, one suitable for him, unlike the beasts of the field. She will live
with the man, as one flesh with him and will help him. The man is the head of his wife,
and she is subject to him, just as Christ is the head of the Church, and the Church is
subject to Christ. “Wives, be subject to your husbands, as to the Lord. For the husband
is head of the wife as Christ is the head of the Church, his body, and is himself its Savior.
As the church is subject to Christ, so let wives also be subject in everything to their
husbands” (Eph. 5:22-24). Husbands, for their part, are to love their wives. “Husbands,
love your wives, as Christ loved the Church and gave himself up for her” (Eph. 5:25).
This is the ideal relationship of love between spouses in which they behave well
and live in faithfulness to each other and love. In such a situation, the wife will be happy
to submit to her husband and be subject to him; and he will love and care for her. This is
God’s plan for married people. It is what married people should try to live. Thus the
wife will help her husband as an assistant appropriate for him. It is true that there are
many problems in actual life, but this Biblical teaching orients us correctly so that we
know what the ideal is in the eyes of God and then can try to live it.
But we also see here that St. Paul says that the relationship of the Church to Christ
is like that of the wife to her husband. That is, our relationship with Christ is a nuptial
relationship, and as such should be as exclusive as possible. We should love Christ as the
only spouse of our soul. “I feel a divine jealousy for you, for I betrothed you to Christ to
present you as a pure bride to her one husband” (2 Cor 11:2). Marriage is thus the model
for our relationship with Christ.
Both married and single people should have this nuptial relationship with Christ,
in which Christ is the only spouse of our soul. Married people do this together as a
couple, and celibates do it as solitaries and can therefore have an even more exclusive
nuptial relationship with Christ, as literally the only spouse of their soul. This is why
celibacy for the kingdom of God is a higher calling than the vocation of marriage, as the
Church has always taught—and still teaches. “The unmarried man gives his mind to the
Lord’s affairs and to how he can please the Lord; but the man who is married gives his
mind to the affairs of this world and to how he can please his wife, and he is divided in
mind. So, too, the unmarried woman, and the virgin, gives her mind to the Lord’s affairs
and to being holy in body and spirit; but the married woman gives her mind to the affairs
of this world and to how she can please her husband” (1 Cor. 7:32-34 JB).
How beautiful is celibacy. It is the gift of those “who have made themselves
eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 19:12). It is another kind of
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marriage, a marriage with God, with the Lord Jesus Christ, in which we reserve our heart
for him alone and guard it lest it become divided by the love for another person or for a
thing or for the pleasures of the world.
A celibate who falls in love with a woman has divided his heart and loses the
advantage of his celibacy, which is to have an even more radically undivided heart than
married people in his nuptial relationship with Jesus Christ. The ideal of celibacy for the
kingdom, of religious life, of priestly and monastic life is to have a nuptial relationship
with Christ that is radically exclusive so that all the love of one’s heart goes only to
Christ, his only spouse. The celibate is not even divided by the love for a human spouse
in the sacrament of matrimony.
The celibate should also guard his heart from other divisions as well. If a celibate
dedicates himself to the pleasures of the world, he is divided. Hence he should live an
austere and ascetical life, a life of simplicity and evangelical poverty, a life of prayer and
fasting. His delight is in prayer, the word of God, spiritual reading, lectio divina, his
spiritual studies, and his work for the Lord. His delight is in Christ, in his peace and love,
in his splendor and light, in silence and solitude, in prayer and contemplation, and in love
and service to his neighbor.
The celibate, therefore, should live apart from the world and its pleasures, noise,
superficiality, delicacies, and distractions. He wants to live recollected in Jesus Christ,
with the love of Christ burning in his heart, and thus be an example for others, someone
who uplifts and renews the world. People like this are oases in the desert, refreshments in
the heat, people who nourish and give life.
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A Radical Life for God
“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with
all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as your self” (Luke 10:27).

To love God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength is the first and most important
commandment of Jesus Christ, as we clearly see in the gospels of St. Mark and St.
Matthew (Mark 12:30; Matt. 22:36-37). This commandment should guide us in all we
do, in our whole way of life; and the more radically we can follow it, the better. God will
guide us in the ways we are to do this. Hence the Holy Spirit guides some to leave
everything of this world to follow Christ with all their heart and life, as Jesus invited the
rich young man (Matt. 19:21). This is the call to perfection, to a life of perfection in the
service of God. All are called to a life of perfection and to leave everything for the sake
of Jesus Christ, but some do so more radically than others, according to God’s guidance
in their life.
The monastic life is the most radical way to observe the first and most important
commandment. The ideal of the monastic life is to live for God alone and leave the
world and its pleasures behind. Monks therefore live within an enclosure, separated from
the world and its pleasures, noise, distractions, attractions, and temptations. They live in
silence and simplicity, without television, radio, or movies, and they live a life of
continual fasting—that is, without meat or delicacies, eating but one full meal per day.
This is the ideal. We see it in the Desert Fathers, in the life of St. Anthony of Egypt, and
in the lives of St. Bernard and St. Bruno, for example. This is an ideal which challenges
monks today as well.
This is, furthermore, an ideal which can also inspire priests and religious. They
live celibacy precisely because they want to live only for God in a radical way with all
their heart, mind, soul, and strength. They do not want to divide their heart with the love
of a human spouse. They should not divide their heart with other unnecessary worldly
pleasures either. They should furthermore live a life of prayer and fasting in the service
of the Lord. They should be separate from the world and not lost in it. “They are not of
the world, even as I am not of the world” (John 17:14). They should not turn on the
television set the first thing in the morning to get the latest news and advertisements, thus
profaning the most a sacred time of the day but rather should reverence the first hours of
the morning, dedicating them to God in silence, prayer, contemplation, the divine office,
lectio divina, the celebration of the mass, and quiet thanksgiving after Holy Communion.
They should furthermore be recognizable by their manner of dress as distinct from the
secular world, thus giving the much needed witness of their distinctive way of life for the
inspiration of the world. And they should dedicate themselves to their neighbor in
charity, offering their life in service.
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You Are Lights in the World
—Do Not Be Ashamed of It
“And I tell you, every one who acknowledges me before men, the Son of man also will
acknowledge before the angels of God; but he who denies me before men will be denied
before the angels of God” (Luke 12:8-9).

How important it is to confess Christ in the world and not be ashamed of him before
nonbelievers! God put us in the world for this, to be his witnesses. Christ sent us out to
proclaim the gospel and give witness. “As thou didst send me into the world, so I have
sent them into the world,” (John 17:18). “As the Father has sent me, even so I send you”
(John 20:21). Jesus “sent them out to preach the kingdom of God and to heal” (Luke
9:2).
We proclaim the gospel and preach Christ by our words and by the way we
present ourselves and behave in the world. There are many who, more than anything else
just want to blend in with their surroundings and with everyone else and live like
everyone else. They do not want to be different or stand out in any way. They fear being
different than others and do not want to swim against the current. They are often
ashamed of their faith in public and do not want to be known or recognized as Christians
or priests or religious. They want to be anonymous in the crowd. So they dress like
secular people. They do not want to be signs of the kingdom or give the much needed
witness of their faith and consecration to God. They are embarrassed to be known as
priests or religious in public places. But “Whoever is ashamed of me and of my words in
this adulterous and sinful generation, of him will the Son of man also be ashamed, when
he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels” (Mark 8:38).
It is not only with our words and sermons that we give witness to Christ. Our
very life, our way of life, and our consecration to God will always be our first and most
important sermon and our best witness. We should not put our light under a basket, but
on a stand that it might give light to all who are in the house (Matt. 5:15).
We should live as the Holy Spirit guides us; and if this guidance makes us
different from others, we should not be ashamed of this difference or refuse to follow the
Spirit’s guidance. Our difference will be our own particular witness that God has given
to us for the edification of others. Our ideal should not be just to blend in with the rest or
not to stick out in any way but rather to give witness to Jesus Christ. Thus you will be
“blameless and innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and
perverse generation, among whom you shine as lights in the world” (Phil. 2:15). This is
your vocation—to be lights in the world. Do not be ashamed of it.
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Mortify the Deeds of the Body
“So then, brethren, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh—for if
you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds
of the body you will live” (Rom. 8:12-13).

Jesus Christ frees us from our infirmity so that we can stand up straight, as he did to the
woman who was bent over for eighteen years (Luke 13:11-13). God gives us the gift of
the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of sonship, making us adopted sons of God in Jesus Christ, the
only Son of God, and giving us the power to call God, “Abba, Father” (Rom. 8:15). This
is the salvation of God which Jesus Christ gives us, making us children of God, with a
new life, divine life, in us. Thus do we enter into the kingdom of God here on earth, the
kingdom of heavenly peace on earth. In his kingdom, we live in a new dimension, in
intimacy with God and in love for our neighbor. The kingdom of God begins now for
those who are in Christ Jesus, saved and justified by him through faith. They live now,
already, ahead of time, in a kingdom of brotherly love, in a new creation, as new
creatures, new men, who have ceased to live according to their old man. They have put
off their old man and have renewed themselves in the spirit of their mind and have put on
the new man (Eph. 4:22-24).
Being made new like this, God has given us a new way of living in the world as
citizens of the new world, of the new creation, as new creatures. We are to live no longer
for the pleasures of the flesh, but rather to mortify the deeds of the body, “for if you live
according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the
body you will live” (Rom. 8:13).
What are the deeds of the body that we need to mortify? They are many! First of
all, they are our passions and deceitful desires. Secondly, they are our desires for
unnecessary pleasure in worldly things that divide our heart and waste our time and
energy so that we no longer have an undivided heart in our love for God. “For he who
sows to his own flesh will from the flesh reap corruption; but he who sows to the Spirit
will from the Spirit reap eternal life” (Ga. 6:8). “And those who belong to Christ Jesus
have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires” (Gal. 5:24). “But I say, walk by the
Spirit, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh. For the desires of the flesh are against
the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are against the flesh; for these are opposed to each
other” (Gal. 5:16-17). So “If we live by the Spirit, let us also walk by the Spirit” (Gal.
5:25). Therefore, “Put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to
gratify its desires” (Rom. 13:14). Hence a Christian will live an austere and ascetic life,
only for the Lord, and will renounce worldly pleasures. He will be happy to live in this
new way, for it is kingdom living. It is the life of the new man, of the new creation, of
the kingdom of God on earth, where all the love of one’s heart is focused on God and the
service of one’s neighbor in love, devotion, and self-gift. In this way the Christian lives
already, ahead of time, in the heavenly peace of the kingdom of God on earth, giving
glory to God on high (Luke 2:14).
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The Saints Are Those Who Are
Obedient and Persecuted in This World
“After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude which no man could number, from
every nation, from all tribes and peoples and tongues, standing before the throne and
before the lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm branches in their hands” (Rev. 7:9).

This is the great multitude of saints from all nations, who are now in heaven, rejoicing
before the throne of God. “These are they who have come out of the great tribulation;
they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb” (Rev.
7:14). They “have come out of the great tribulation” (Rev 7:14) of persecution here on
earth, which purified them to be able to enter into the presence of God. The world did
not know them, for it did not know Christ (1 John 3:1). Such is the life of the saints.
They are not of the world, just as Christ was not of the world (John 17:14, 16), and
therefore the world neither recognizes nor accepts them. “If you were of the world, the
world would love its own; but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of
the world, therefore the world hates you” (John 15:19). “I have given them thy word; and
the world has hated them because they are not of the world, even as I am not of the
world” (John 17:14).
We want to follow and imitate the saints and share their reward in heaven. If this
is your intention and if you follow through on it, your life will be like theirs. You will
not be accepted by the world because your life will faithfully follow the guidance of the
Holy Spirit, and the Spirit will direct you in ways that are new and strange to the world.
The world will say of you, “He became to us a reproof of our thoughts; the very sight of
him is a burden to us, because his manner of life is unlike that of others, and his ways are
strange” (Wis. 2:14-15). This will be your vocation if you want to be one of God’s saints
in this world. Indeed, a time will come when “you will be hated by all for my name’s
sake. But he who endures to the end will be saved” (Matt. 10:22). “They will put you
out of the synagogues; indeed, the hour is coming when whoever kills you will think he is
offering service to God. And they will do this because they have not known the Father,
nor me” (John 16:2-3). Such will be your life too in this world if you wish to be a saint.
So lived the saints. Such was the life of Jesus; and St. Paul, his faithful follower, had the
same experience.
The world cannot understand the life of a saint. But this persecution sanctifies
him all the more, so that he may have a still more splendid reward in heaven, dressed in
white robes, with a palm branch in his hand. This is the daily cross of the saint; and Jesus
said, “If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross
daily, and follow Me” (Luke 9:23 NKJV).
The saint’s life is like this because he has renounced the world. He has chosen
the way of evangelical poverty, renouncing the pleasures of the world like the man who
discovered a treasure buried in a field and sold all he had in order to buy the field and
thus obtain the treasure. The treasure is the kingdom of God which we can only obtain
by renouncing everything else.
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So we renounce a life of indulgence and pleasure in order to obtain the kingdom
of God. The world can neither understand nor accept such behavior. It looks at us as
though we were crazy. We also renounce many worldly customs to be able to live in
silence and prayer, and the world cannot understand or accept that either. Furthermore,
we embrace the beatitudes, especially poverty, sacrificing worldly pleasures; and the
world cannot understand or accept that. The saint therefore is persecuted in this world.
He is rejected by the world. Yet he is doing the will of God, and so St. Peter asks, “Now
who is there to harm you if you are zealous for what is right? But even if you do suffer
for righteousness’ sake, you will be blessed. Have no fear of them, nor be troubled” (1
Pet. 3:13-14).
This is how God has tested and purified his saints. “God tested them and found
them worthy of himself; like gold in the furnace he tried them, and like a sacrificial burnt
offering he accepted them. In the time of their visitation they will shine forth, and will
run like sparks through the stubble” (Wis. 3:5-7). “Then the righteous will shine like the
sun in the kingdom of their Father” (Matt. 13:43). The saints are those who are wise.
“And those who are wise shall shine like the brightness of the firmament; and those who
turn many to righteousness, like the stars for ever and ever” (Dan. 12:3).
It is for this splendor that we now live, for then we shall see God as he is and be
like him, and so we purify ourselves, for he is pure (1 John 3:2-3). Hence we are poor
now and poor in spirit, “for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:3). But those who
are of the world and live lives of indulgence and pleasure shall be told that they have
already had their consolation (Luke 6:24; 16:25). The way of evangelical poverty is the
way of the saints in this world. Their way is also the way of obedience to the will of
God, even if this causes them to be persecuted in the world. But “Blessed are those who
are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for there is the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:10).
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The Ascetical-Mystical Life
“No servant can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or
he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and
mammon” (Luke 16:13).

What are the two masters which most people try to serve? They are mammon (the riches
and pleasures of this world) on the one hand, and God on the other. This is why few
know God well, and few unite themselves intimately with him. It is because they are
divided between their pleasures and God. They follow the unnecessary desires of the
flesh, and yet still think that they can also follow the guidance of the Holy Spirit.
Unfortunately for them, this is not possible. Jesus Christ himself teaches us this here;
namely, that we cannot serve two masters, God and mammon. Mammon includes the
unnecessary desires of the flesh for the pleasures of the world, and it is these desires that
divide and dissipate our affective energy in two directions—in the direction of God, and
in that of the world. Being divided like this, we squander much affective energy on the
desires of the flesh and therefore have little left for God. We are, in effect, warring
against ourselves, our worldly desires canceling out our godly ones—if we are trying to
follow both—and so we remain where we began, making little progress in our journey
towards God. This is why Jesus teaches us that “whoever of you does not renounce all
that he has cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33).
We therefore have to live a life of renunciation of the world in order to be a true
disciple. We have to glory in the cross and in a life crucified to the world, in the sense of
renouncing the world and its pleasures, if we want to serve only one master, God. With
St. Paul, we have to glory only in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, “by which the world
has been crucified to me, and I to the world” (Gal. 6:14). We have to be crucified to the
world if we want to unite ourselves to God and grow in holiness and in a contemplative
life. We cannot have them both—the world on the one hand, and God and a
contemplative life on the other. We cannot divide ourselves between the world and God,
trying to serve both, trying to serve two masters. This is impossible, although most
people still try to do so, and so never arrives at their goal, holiness and a contemplative
life. It is true that he who loves his life in this word loses it, “and he who hates his life in
this world will keep it for eternal life” (John 12:25). He who loves his life in this world,
following the pleasures of the flesh, is trying to serve two masters, and he does not
succeed in loving God properly.
This is the ascetical-mystical life. Asceticism leads to mysticism. It is the
renunciation of the world and of the desires of the flesh that brings us to a life of intimacy
with God. A life that serves God alone—that is, that serves only one master—is a life
that renounces the unnecessary desires of the flesh and lives in the Spirit. It is the
ascetical life that brings us to our goal, which is the mystical life.
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We Should Respect Our Bodies
“Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you? If
anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s temple is holy, and that
temple you are” (1 Cor. 3:16-17).

The Bible says that we are the temple of God, the temple of the Holy Spirit. If our bodies
are temples of the Holy Spirit, we should respect our body and not use it in a bad or
disrespectful way. Gluttony, drunkenness, and fornication are examples of the wrong use
of our body. These sins destroy God’s temple, they desecrate it; and if we destroy God’s
temple like this, God will destroy us. “If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy
him. For God’s temple is holy, and that temple are you” (1 Cor. 3:17). God will punish
us for desecrating his dwelling, his temple. Not only is our soul holy, but our body also
is holy, and we have to guard it well and not use it simply as a receptacle for worldly
pleasure, for the pleasures of the table, and for the other pleasures of the world, which
distract us from God. We are to respect our body as a temple, keeping it pure and clean,
free from sin, free from worldliness, as something sacred, reserved for God.
Since our bodies are sacred, we should also dress with dignity and modesty, not in
an immodest way. If we are priests or religious, we should dress accordingly, not being
ashamed or embarrassed to be known as priests or religious in public places, not trying to
hide or disguise our identity, not trying to go about incognito and anonymously, but
rather we should be what we are and look like what we are. This helps us as much as it
helps those who see us. Our dress is an external expression of who and what we are and
helps us to be what God wants us to be. It is also a way of bearing witness to Christ in a
world that is every day more secularized, that every day more needs our witness. We are
not to be part of the current tendency of secularization. We are not to be part of the
problem of an increasingly secularized Church. We should rather resist this tendency,
this shame of being known for who and what we are, this desire to be anonymous, to flee
from giving witness to Jesus Christ in a world so forgetful of God and of the Christian
faith. Instead of being part of the problem of secularization, we should be part of the
solution.
As temples of God in the world, we should appear as temples and be decorated by
a holy life, not disfigured by living according to the flesh. We should rather live in the
Spirit a life of simplicity and holiness, an austere life that embraces evangelical poverty,
eating simple, basic, and healthy foods, not delicacies and extravagant food, and we
should eat with moderation, respecting our body as God’s holy temple. Thus we are to
live not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit “if the Spirit of God really
dwells in you” (Rom 8:9).
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Rejecting Cowardly Conformism
“We will not obey the king’s words by turning aside from our religion to the right hand
or to the left” (1 Macc. 2:22).

In the time of the Maccabees, the days were evil. There was great persecution in Israel.
The king wanted all his subjects to accept his new law that everyone should abandon his
own religion and religious laws and now follow the Greek religion of the king. Many
Jews obeyed him, but Mattathias and his sons refused to obey the king. Mattathias said,
“Even if all the nations that live under the rule of the king obey him, and have chosen to
do his commandments, departing each one from the religion of his fathers, yet I and my
sons and my brothers will live by the covenant of our fathers. Far be it from us to desert
the law and the ordinances. We will not obey the king’s words by turning aside from our
religion to the right hand or to the left” (1 Macc. 2:19-22). After saying this, Mattathias,
in conformity with the law (Deut. 13:9), killed the Jew who was offering pagan sacrifice
and fled with his sons to the mountains (1 Macc. 2:28). One of his sons, “Judas
Maccabeus, with about nine others, got away to the wilderness, and kept himself and his
companions alive in the mountains as wild animals do; they continued to live on what
grew wild, so that they might not share in the defilement” (2 Macc. 5:27).
So we see that the life of faith and fidelity to revelation and to the will of God is,
in this world, a matter of warfare, of persecution, of giving witness, and of battling
against the enemies of the faith. We are no longer to use physical force against our
persecutors; but we should try to convert them with the sword of the word, as did Jesus
and St. Paul. We are, in fact, engaged in spiritual warfare against the forces of evil,
against secularizing forces that are trying to destroy the Church and the Christian faith.
We are not to bow down to or accept their worldly and destructive customs and ways.
We should rather always obey the will of God, even if doing so causes us to be
persecuted. We can always take refuge in the desert like Mattathias, or in another city.
Jesus prepared us for this, saying, “You will be hated by all for my name’s sake. But he
who endures to the end will be saved. When they persecute you in one town, flee to the
next; for truly, I say to you, you will not have gone through all the towns of Israel, before
the Son of man comes” (Matt. 10:22-23).
In imitation of Mattathias and his sons, we are not to be conformed to this present
age. “Do not be conformed to this world but be transformed by the renewal of your
mind” (Rom. 12:2). We are not to follow the secularized ways and customs of the world
around us, the secularized lifestyle of a world dedicated to its own pleasure. It would be
better to flee from the world altogether and live in the desert, as monks do, as did
Mattathias and his sons. We are not to be conformed to this world, but rather be
transformed, giving witness to our faith in the world. We are to reject cowardly
conformism, and instead imitate the courage of the Maccabees.
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Your Body Is a Temple of the Holy Spirit
“And he went into the temple, and began to cast out them that sold therein, and them that
bought; saying unto them, It is written, My house is the house of prayer: but ye have
made it a den of thieves” (Luke 19:45-46 KJV).

The temple is a sacred place, and we should behave differently in it than we do in other
places. Our church building is our temple. It is a place of silence and respect, not a place
to greet friends and converse with them, as so many do today.
“Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you?
If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s temple is holy, and
that temple you are” (1 Cor. 3:16-17). “Do you not know that your body is a temple of
the Holy Spirit within you?” (1 Cor. 6:19).
If we are temples of God and are therefore holy and if our body is the temple of
the Holy Spirit, it is therefore important how we live. We are not to live in just any way.
We are not to imitate the secular lifestyles that we see around us. As we should behave
in a different and special way inside a church in which the Blessed Sacrament is present,
so should we also behave all the time in a special way since we have been bought and
redeemed by Jesus Christ and are now temples of the Holy Spirit. Every aspect of our
life should be changed by this fact. It should affect our way of eating. Our food should
be simple, plain, and unadorned, not spiced up and doctored up for pleasure. It should
rather be wholesome and healthy so that we can focus on God with an undivided heart,
and not be distracted and divided by the pleasures of the world.
The fact that we are temples of God should affect how we use our time. What is
our daily schedule? At what time do we get up? What do we do in the morning? How
do we use our free time? It should also affect our dress. Do we dress simply and
modestly? If we are priests or religious, is our dress appropriate to our state in life, and
not simply an imitation of the secular world around us, which so much needs our
witness? Our new lifestyle as temples of God should also affect where we go, knowing
that gadding about is not only a waste of time but also a great distraction to our spirit.
This is why contemplatives live within an enclosure—to concentrate on the one thing
necessary. This is why they choose to live in deserts, or mountains, or in a monastery—
to reduce the distractions of the world, in order to focus on God and love him with an
integral and undivided heart.
If we are a temple of God and of the Holy Spirit, we also need times and places of
silence, not speaking indiscriminately at just any time and place, but rather observing
silence at certain times and in certain places. Monks give us a good example in this.
They have times and places in which they do not speak, and with good reason.
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Celibacy, a Blessing of the Age to Come
“The sons of this age marry and are given in marriage; but those who are accounted
worthy to attain to that age and to the resurrection from the dead neither marry nor are
given in marriage” (Luke 20:34-35).

This is the case of the woman who had seven husbands, one after the other, all brothers.
Jesus teaches us here that in the age of the resurrection, she will have no difficulty about
knowing which of them will be her husband, for in the age of the resurrection, they do
not marry but rather are like angels. He teaches us here that marriage is only for this
present age, not for the age to come, the age of the resurrection. “Those who are
accounted worthy to attain to that age and to the resurrection from the dead neither marry
nor are given in marriage, for they cannot die any more, because they are equal to angels
and are sons of God, being sons of the resurrection” (Luke 20:35-36).
So will it be in the age of the resurrection. But this new age has already begun
with the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead for all those who have risen in him
(Col. 3:1-2). Through faith in Christ, we live now, in the midst of this old world, in the
blessings of the age to come. In him, we have a foretaste of the blessings of the age to
come. This is why there are celibates now. They live already, in the midst of this present
age, the form of life of the age to come. They are therefore eschatological signs, signs in
the midst of this old age of the form of life of the new age. Celibates try to live now,
ahead of time, the angelic life. I call it the angelic life because it is the form of life of the
angels who do not marry, and because Jesus says that all who reach that new age will be
“equal to angels” in that they do not marry (Luke 20:36).
Those who reach that age will have a completely undivided heart, reserved
exclusively for the Lord, and this will exclude marriage, for their heart will have but one
spouse only, Christ (2 Cor. 11:2), and their love for him will not be divided even by the
love of a human spouse. Those who are celibate now in this old age are therefore a
mirror for the whole Church, showing it its future form of life, for in the age to come, all
will be celibate.
Those who are celibate now should try to live this eschatological and angelic life
with purity and an undivided heart, not dividing their heart by the love of a woman, but
rather reserving it uniquely and exclusively for the Lord alone with all their love. Nor
should they divide their heart with the pleasures of the world and of the table if they want
to live an angelic life and give witness in this age to the age to come. The witness they
give is the witness of an undivided heart. It is the witness of the angelic life of the future,
anticipated now in the midst of this old age, for Jesus Christ has brought into this present
age the blessings of the age to come, the blessings of the kingdom of God. Those who
live in him live already in that kingdom.
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We Are Not to Live
According to the Flesh
“Take heed to yourselves lest your heart be weighed down with dissipation and
drunkenness and cares of this life, and that day come upon you suddenly like a snare”
(Luke 21:34).

Living in the last days, awaiting the coming of the Lord, being always on alert—in a
constant state of alert—means living in a certain way, not according to the flesh and its
desires for pleasure, which only divide the heart from a pure love of God, from being
reserved for the Lord alone. We are rather to live according to the Spirit in all purity,
simplicity, and plainness. Living in a constant state of preparation for the coming of the
Lord means to live detached from the pleasures of the world, for they are like thorns
which choke the seed, preventing it from bearing fruit (Luke 8:14). We are rather to
serve but one Master only, the Lord, not two masters—God and also mammon, that is,
the riches and pleasures of the world (Matt. 6:24). It is impossible to serve two masters,
although many try. This only divides the heart. We are rather to have but one treasure
only, the Lord (Matt. 6:19-21), because where your treasure is, there also will your heart
be (Matt. 6:21). This is why it will be difficult for a rich man to enter into the kingdom
of God. “Truly, I say to you, it will be hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of
heaven. Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for
a rich man to enter the kingdom of God” (Matt. 19:23-24). This is because the rich are
usually surrounded by pleasures and divided by them.
Those who try to save their life in this worldly way, filling themselves with the
delights of the world, lose their life with God. It is rather he who loses his life in this
world, sacrificing all for Christ, who will truly save his life with God (Mark 8:35). “He
who loves his life loses it, and he who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal
life” (John 12:25). We lose our life in this world to save it with Christ by living only for
Jesus Christ, renouncing all else, sacrificing it for the sake of Christ. Those who feel
secure in this world are actually in great danger, for “when people say, ‘There is peace
and security,’ then sudden destruction will come upon them as travail comes upon a
woman with child, and there will be no escape” (1 Thess. 5:3).
“Those who are in the flesh cannot please God” (Rom. 8:8). We are all in the
flesh in the sense that we have bodies, but St. Paul’s meaning is that we should live in the
Spirit and not in the flesh, that is, we should follow the guidance of the Spirit of God and
not the desires of the flesh for unnecessary pleasure, which only divides the heart. “For if
you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds
of the body you will live” (Rom. 8:13).
“Woe to those who rise early in the morning, that they may run after strong drink,
who tarry late into the evening till wine enflames them! They have lyre and harp, timbrel
and flute and wine at their feasts; but they do not regard the deeds of the Lord, or see the
work of his hands. Therefore my people go into exile for want of knowledge” (Isa. 5:1113). This is to be in the flesh or to live according to the flesh, and St. Paul clearly says,
“Walk by the Spirit, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh. For the desires of the
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flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are against the flesh; for these are
opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what you would … And those who
belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires … For he
who sows to his own flesh will from the flesh reap corruption; but he who sows to the
Spirit will from the Spirit reap eternal life” (Gal. 5:16-17, 25; 6:8). The words of the
Bible are clear for those who read them with a pure heart and an open mind and want to
follow them. Clearly more than only adultery, fornication, and gluttony is meant by life
in the flesh, but the anti-ascetical attempt to exclude these meanings from St. Paul’s
words is misguided.
There are then two ways of life: life according to the flesh on the one hand, and
life in the Spirit (or according to the Spirit) on the other hand. We are called to a life in
the Spirit and to crucify ourselves to the world. “Far be it from me to glory except in the
cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the
world” (Gal. 6:14). We are to die with Christ to the life of the old man and rise with him
to the life of the new man, which is life in the Spirit (Eph 4:22-24; Rom 6:4). Thus shall
we be prepared for the coming of the Son of man. Thus shall we live worthily in these
last days, awaiting the coming of the Lord.
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The Way of Life
“Thou dost keep him in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed on thee, because he trusts in
thee” (Isa. 26:3).

There are two ways: the way of life, and the way of death. “Therefore choose life, that
you and your descendents may live, loving the Lord your God, obeying his voice, and
cleaving to him; for that means life to you and length of days” (Deut. 30:19-20). The
way of life is the way of obedience to the will of God. The way of death is the way of
disobedience to his will. God gives us the gift of his peace, but we will lose it if we do
not obey him. But if we obey him with exactitude, he will preserve us in complete peace
and joy of spirit. To be saved, we have to believe in the Savior, Jesus Christ. Then God
will save us. He will forgive our sins and disobedience and put his perfect peace, his
heavenly peace, into our heart. Then we will rejoice in the Holy Spirit and exult in the
name of our God. If we continue in his will, obeying it perfectly, we will continue in this
great joy and heavenly peace, glorifying God in our heart. We will then be among the
righteous. Justified by Christ, they remain in his will, rejoice in his peace, and live in his
glory. “They lift up their voices, they sing for joy; over the majesty of the Lord they
shout” (Isa. 24:14). “The way of the righteous is level; thou dost make smooth the path
of the righteous” (Isa. 26:7). Truly, “All the paths of the Lord are steadfast love and
faithfulness, for those who keep his covenant and his testimonies” (Ps. 25:10).
But if we disobey God, we lose all this peace, and instead suffer agony of spirit
and depression, for then we are under God’s wrath, and he is disciplining us in his love
for us for our good (Heb. 12:5-11). This is why the prophet Isaiah says that the Lord “has
brought low the inhabitants of the height, the lofty city. He lays it low, lays it low to the
ground, casts it into the dust” (Isa. 26:5). This is because they are disobedient. In their
pride, they do not follow God’s will. They have chosen the way of death, not of life.
They have built the house of their life on sand, and it collapsed; but the house of the one
who built on the rock of obedience to the will of God did not fall (Matt. 7:24-27). The
point is that we must do more than just believe. We also have to do the will of God as he
reveals it to us in our life and our heart. “Not every one who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’
shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of my Father who is in
heaven” (Matt. 7:21).
If you want to have peace in your heart and not live in the pain of guilt and
depression, you have to believe in Jesus Christ for your salvation and the forgiveness of
your sins and for the gift of the joy of the Holy Spirit, and then do his will with
exactitude. This is the way of life.
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In the Desert, Prepare the Way of the Lord
“John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, ‘He has a demon’” (Matt. 11:18).

During Advent, John the Baptist is one of our models, along with the Virgin Mary and
the prophet Isaiah. John, as we see in this verse, is an ascetic, who neither ate as others
did, nor drank wine. His food was “locusts and wild honey” (Matt. 3:4), and the angel
Gabriel told John’s father, Zechariah, “He shall drink no wine nor strong drink” (Luke
1:15). John, furthermore, lived in the desert from his youth. St. Luke tells us that “the
child grew and became strong in spirit, and he was in the wilderness till the day of his
manifestation to Israel” (Luke 1:80). He was probably in the desert because Isaiah had
said, “A voice cries: ‘In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the
desert a highway for our God” (Isa. 40:3-4). This text was important for John, for when
they asked him, “‘What do you say about yourself?’ He said, ‘I am the voice of one
crying in the wilderness, “Make straight the way of the Lord,” as the prophet Isaiah
said’” (John 1:22-23).
John was already in the desert when he received his call to be a prophet. St. Luke
tells us that “the word of God came to John the son of Zechariah in the wilderness” (Luke
3:2). But in reality John was called before his conception when the angel Gabriel
announced his birth to his father, Zechariah, saying, “He will go before him [God] in the
spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of fathers to the children, and the disobedient
to the wisdom of the just, to make ready for the Lord a people prepared” (Luke 1:17).
In what better place could an ascetic live than in the desert? as the Egyptian
monks discovered three centuries later. There he prepared the way of the Lord, making
“straight in the desert a highway for our God” (Isa 40:3). There he lived an ascetical life
of prayer and fasting. Jesus also recommended fasting, even though he himself did not
fast, for he was living in the special wedding time of the inauguration of the kingdom,
and was himself the bridegroom physically present on the earth. But he said, “The days
will come, when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast” (Matt.
9:15).
The life of John in the desert is our model during Advent; and for monks, it is
their model for the whole year and for the whole of their life. But this is not only for
monks, for every believer is invited to follow the example of John and the ascetical
teaching of Jesus (Matt. 13:44-46; 19:21; 6:24, 19-21) and of St. Paul (Gal. 6:14; Col.
3:1-2).
John awaited the coming of the Messiah and the kingdom of God in the desert, in
a life of prayer and fasting, renouncing the pleasures of the world in order to live for God
alone with all his heart, without any division of heart, to be prepared when the Messiah
would come; and he preached in order “to make ready for the Lord a people prepared”
(Luke 1:17). John taught as much by his life and example as by his word. Following
him, we should turn to the Lord with all our attention and heart and live in silence,
solitude, and fasting from the pleasures of the world to have a heart that is undivided in
our love for God, and thus be prepared for the coming of the Lord.
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So here we are with John in the desert. It is Advent, and we are preparing the way
of the Lord. The uneven must be made level; the rough places, plane. How beautiful are
the words of Isaiah which were surely John’s own inspiration, leading him to take up a
solitary life of prayer and fasting in the desert: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the
Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall be lifted up,
and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become level, and the
rough places a plain. And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it
together, for the mouth of the Lord has spoken” (Isa. 40:3-5).
What better place is there to prepare the way of the Lord than in the desert?
There our senses are freed from the overload of the city. In order for our spirit to
experience God’s love and rich presence, we must remove all else from it, reducing
external sensory stimulation to the necessary minimum. Hence the expanded horizon of
the desert waste is ideal for one who wants to live crucified with Christ and with St. Paul
to the world, and the world crucified to him (Gal. 6:14). Here at last we can focus on the
things that are above, and leave behind those below (Col. 3:1-2). Here our spirit can
expand and be purified to be united to God and renewed by him. Here in the desert we
can appreciate the blessings of the kingdom of God on earth and prepare ourselves and
our world for the return of the Lord in glory. Here we can make ready a way for him in
our heart and in our world and worthily receive him when he comes.
In the desert we can live modestly and moderately (Phil. 4:5), soberly and
righteously (Titus 2:12), in silence and solitude, in meditation and work, in reading and
writing, in prayer and fasting, preparing the way of the Lord. Here we can fill up the
valleys and lower the mountains, level the uneven and make the rough places a plain.
Here we can tame our spirit and purify it for the Lord, that we might be blameless at his
coming (1 Thess. 3:13). Each day we should be more purified, more emptied of the
things, pleasures, entertainments, and distractions of the world, until that great day finally
dawns, and we are admitted into the fullness of God’s kingdom, where we shall shine like
the sun (Matt. 13:43) and bask in the splendor of the Sun of Righteousness (Mal. 4:2).
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The Courage to Go against the Current
“And Balak said to Balaam, ‘What have you done to me? I took you to curse my
enemies, and behold, you have done nothing but bless them’” (Num 23:11).

Balaam was a pagan prophet from the river near Moab, and Balak, the king of Moab,
hired him to come and curse Israel for him, for Israel was encamped on the plains of
Moab on their journey to the promised land. Balaam went to Moab, but instead of
cursing Israel, he blessed it. When King Balak asked him why he blessed them instead of
cursing them, Balaam said, “Must I not take heed to speak what the Lord puts in my
mouth?” (Num. 23:12).
Here we see Balaam’s courage to obey God rather than man, when the two were
in conflict. Balaam continued blessing Israel and at last said to King Balak, “If Balak
should give me his house full of silver and gold, I would not be able to go beyond the
word of the Lord, to do either good or bad of my own will; what the Lord speaks, that
will I speak” (Num. 24:13).
The liturgy today presents us with three figures, Balaam, John the Baptist, and St.
John of the Cross. All three have one thing in common, the courage to go against the
current; that is, they chose the narrow way of the few, the way of life and truth, rather
than the broad way of the many, the way of the world, the way of perdition (Matt. 7:1314).
We need to have the courage stop following the crowd when their path is not
correct, and rather do what is right, even if we have to do it alone, without any
community support whatsoever. It is difficult to do this, because it is always easier to
imitate those who are around us, to follow the crowd, and just do as everybody else is
doing. But we are not to follow worldly customs and ways when God calls us to
something higher, for to do so would only be cowardly conformism. “Do not be
conformed to this world,” says St. Paul, “but be transformed by the renewal of your
mind” (Rom. 12:2). We should abandon cowardly conformity to the world and its styles
and rather be transformed in Christ and give witness to others, showing them by our
behavior the correct and more perfect way. We should do this even if we are the only
ones in our environment to do so, as did Balaam, John the Baptist, St. John of the Cross,
and the Blessed Franz Jägerstätter, the beatified Austrian peasant who stood alone in
refusing to serve in Hitler’s army, and was therefore executed by the Nazis.
We are to live the mystery of the cross, which is the narrow gate of the few, not
the wide gate of the many. We need the courage to go against the current and not
conform ourselves to the world. “Do not love the world or the things in the world. If
anyone loves the world, love for the Father is not in him” (1 John 2:15). “Unfaithful
creatures! Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity with God?
Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God”
(James 4:4). Community in good things is good; community in mediocre things is
mediocre; and community in bad things is bad. We need to discern well and clearly
distinguish between good, mediocre, and bad community, and then have the courage to
go against the current when necessary.

36

How We Should Prepare Ourselves
For the Coming of the Lord
“For he will be great before the Lord, and he shall drink no wine nor strong drink, and he
will be filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother’s womb” (Luke 1:15).

John the Baptist was a Nazirite, dedicated to the Lord for life from his mother’s womb.
A Nazirite drinks no wine or strong drink, lets his hair grow long, and avoids all contact
with the dead (Num. 6:3-6). He is completely dedicated to God. In addition, John the
Baptist lived a solitary life in the desert; renounced normal clothing, dressing himself in
camel’s skins; and instead of bread, wine, and normal food, ate locusts and wild honey
(Matt. 3:4). Jesus tells us that John neither ate bread nor drank wine (Luke 7:33).
John was furthermore “filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother’s womb.
And he will turn many of the sons of Israel to the Lord their God, and he will go before
him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the Fathers to the children, and
the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, to make ready for the Lord a people prepared”
(Luke 1:15-17).
This desert ascetic, John the Baptist, is our model during Advent, which is the
time of preparation for the coming of the Lord. We are to prepare ourselves and our
world as John prepared himself and the world to receive the Lord at his coming. We
should live as though we were in the desert, living simply, in austerity and simplicity,
reserving our heart for Christ in silence and solitude, in prayer and fasting, in moderation
and love, not dividing our heart among worldly pleasures.
In the desert, we shall see the glory of the Lord if we are prepared. In the desert,
we prepare the way of the Lord. How many things in our life still need rectifying? How,
for example, do we spend our time? Are we really using our time in the way God wants
us to? Are we spending enough time in spiritual reading and study of the word, or are we
using up too much time in the small details of life, setting aside the essence of a life
dedicated to God? All this must be set right if we want to have peace with God and
peace in our heart. These things are the mountains that we have to make low, and the
valleys that we have to lift up. These things are the uneven ground that we must make
level, and the rough places that we must make a plain so that the glory of the Lord may
appear (Isa. 40:3-5). These are the things that we must do to be prepared to receive the
Lord at his coming.
Then “The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and
blossom; like the crocus it shall blossom abundantly, and rejoice with joy and singing.
The glory of Lebanon shall be given to it, the majesty of Carmel and Sharon. They shall
see the glory of the Lord, the majesty of our God” (Isa. 35:1-2).
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The First Fruits of the Consecrated Life
“Then Herod, when he saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, was in a furious
rage, and he sent and killed all the male children in Bethlehem and in all that region who
were two years old or under, according to the time which he had ascertained from the
wise men” (Matt. 2:16).

The Church considers as martyrs those male children of Bethlehem and her environs that
were two years old or under, whom King Herod ordered killed in an attempt to safeguard
his throne. They were martyrs, baptized in their own blood. They died for Christ without
knowing it. They lost their lives in this world for the sake of Christ. They are therefore
rewarded with a heavenly recompense. It is their voices that we in the responsorial
psalm, “We have escaped as a bird from the snare of the fowlers; the snare is broken, and
we have escaped!” (Ps. 124:7). So soon did they escape from this world to enter into the
kingdom of their Father! Herod, without intending it, did them a favor. Furthermore,
“These are the ones who were not defiled with women, for they are virgins. These are
the ones who follow the Lamb wherever He goes. These were redeemed from among
men, being first-fruits to God and to the Lamb. And in their mouth was found no deceit,
for they are without fault before the throne of God” (Rev. 14:4-5 NKJV).
In commemorating these Holy Innocents, we are strengthened in our faith that our
goal goes beyond this present life. We are made for something more, which is to see God
and live in intimacy with him forever, first in heaven after death, then on the new earth
(Isa. 65:17; 2 Pet. 3:13) with our risen bodies when Christ returns again to the earth in his
glory with all his holy ones. Then we shall shine like the sun in the kingdom of our
Father (Matt. 13:43). The Holy Innocents escaped from the sufferings of this world in a
very short time and were thus among the first to enter into heaven, opened by the death
and resurrection of Jesus Christ. They were “as first fruits for God and the Lamb” (Rev.
14:4).
As virgins, they are also the first fruits of Christian virgins and celibates,
consecrated to God and to the Lamb as to their only spouse with a completely undivided
heart (2 Cor. 11:2; 1 Cor. 7:32-34). They are the first fruits of those “who follow the
Lamb wherever he goes” (Rev. 14:4). They are, therefore, the first fruits not only of
martyrs but also of Christian virgins and celibates, who are consecrated to God with all
their heart, without any division whatsoever, not even for a human spouse. These are
those who renounce marriage and family to follow the Lamb wherever he goes with all
their time—full-time. They are therefore the first fruits of the religious life, the
consecrated life. They are pure. They “have not defiled themselves with women” in
fornication (Rev. 14:4). They live only for God and his kingdom. They represent for us
the ideal of the monastic, religious, celibate, priestly life.
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The Duty of a Watchman for the People
“And the ark of God was captured; and the two sons of Eli, Hophni and Phinehas, were
slain” (1 Sam. 4:11).

Israel was defeated in battle against the Philistines, thirty thousand Israelites fell, the Ark
of the Covenant was captured, and its two priests, the sons of the priest Eli, were among
the dead. When Eli heard the news, he fell backwards in his chair and died. All this
happened in fulfillment of the prophecy of the man of God who came to Eli and told him
that God was going to punish him for the sins of his two sons, the priests of Shiloh, who
disregarded the law of God, disrespected the offerings to the Lord (1 Sam. 2:27-34), and
even “lay with the women who served at the entrance to the tent of meeting” (1 Sam.
2:22). This defeat of Israel and the loss of the Ark of the Covenant was God’s
punishment “for the iniquity which he [Eli] knew, because his sons were blaspheming
God, and he did not restrain them” (1 Sam. 3:13). Eli himself did nothing wrong. His
fault was that he did not restrain his two sons, who were priests but did not live in a
manner worthy of the priesthood. He should have restrained them, but because he let
them do as they pleased, all Israel was punished, and the Ark of God was captured.
There is a lesson here, I believe, for us as well. We should not think that we have
done all that God wishes of us if all we do is avoid sin. If there is sin and worldly living
around us and we do not say or do anything to correct it, we ourselves are also at fault,
and the whole people of God will be punished because we neither said nor did anything
to correct the situation. We are the watchman for the people of God, as was Ezekiel, and
“if the watchman sees the sword coming and does not blow the trumpet, so that the
people are not warned, and the sword comes, and takes any one of them; that man is
taken away in his iniquity, but his blood I will require at the watchman’s hand” (Ezek.
33:6).
We, therefore, have a responsibility to warn people of the error of their ways for
the good of the Church. How many people all around us today, for example, live as
though they had never heard of the basic principles of Christian spirituality, living
worldly lives of pleasure, completely ignoring the importance of evangelical poverty,
simplicity, austerity, sacrifice, and fasting? How many have forgotten that “whoever
would save his life will lose it; and whoever loses his life for my sake and the gospel’s
will save it” (Mark 8:35)? How many lose their lives in this world for the sake of Christ?
They are the ones who will save their life. How many try to have an undivided heart in
their love for God, not dividing their heart with the unnecessary delights of this world?
If we see this error all around us, what are we doing to rectify it? What kind of
example and witness are we giving? What are we saying? What are we writing? What
kind of life are we living? What kind of sermons do we preach? Are we like Eli, doing
nothing; or like Ezekiel, serving as a watchman for the people?
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The Basic Principles of Christian Spirituality
“And as he passed on, he saw Levi the son of Alphaeus sitting at the tax office, and he
said to him, ‘Follow me.’ And he rose and followed him” (Mark 2:14).

Now is the hour of the kingdom of God. That which the Jews so long awaited has at last
come, and the appropriate response is to repent, leave all, and follow Christ. This is the
response that Jesus expected and received from his first disciples. St. Luke says
concerning Levi that Jesus “said to him, ‘Follow me.’ And he left everything, and rose
and followed him” (Luke 5:27-28). This is the same wholehearted response which he
received from Simon, James, and John: “And Jesus said to Simon, ‘Do not be afraid;
henceforth you will be catching men.’ And when they had brought their boats to land,
they left everything and followed him” (Luke 5:10-11). They responded with all their
heart and life, leaving all else for the kingdom of God, which had come into the world in
Jesus Christ. From then on, they would live only for the kingdom, only for God with all
their heart, with an undivided heart. They would love God with their whole heart (Mark
12:30), and Christ and his kingdom would be their only their only master (Mt 6:24) and
their only treasure (Matt. 6:19-21). They chose the narrow gate of life (Matt. 7:13-14).
They are seeking now the things that are above, and no longer the pleasures of the world
(Col. 3:1-2). They discovered a buried treasure and a pearl of great price, and sold
everything to obtain it (Matt. 13:44-46). From now on, they will lose and hate their life
in this world for the sake of Jesus Christ (Mark 8:35; John 12:25).
This is the kind of response Jesus wants to find in us too. We should live only for
him and find our joy only in him in this world without dividing our heart among other
worldly and unnecessary pleasures, including the delights of the table. We should be able
to say with the psalmist: “Thou art my Lord; I have no good apart from thee … those
who choose another god multiply their sorrows; their libations of blood I will not pour
out or take their names upon my lips. The Lord is my chosen portion and my cup” (Ps.
16:2, 4-5). The Invitatory of Friday of week four should be our motto: “Come, let us
praise the Lord; in him is all our delight.”
The more we divide our heart among the unnecessary delights of this world, the
less affective energy we have for God. Thus we are dispersed, divided, and our love for
God becomes weak, dissipated, debilitated. We are rather to love God with all our heart,
soul, mind, and strength (Mark 12:30), without any division of heart among the
unnecessary delights of this world. This is to have only one master (Matt. 6:24), only one
treasure (Matt. 6:19-21). This is leaving everything for him (Luke 5:11, 28; 14:33). This
is losing and hating our life in this world for the sake of Christ (Mark 8:35; John 12:25).
This is the authentic response to Jesus’ call and to the arrival of the kingdom of
God on earth in him, and these are the basic principles of Christian spirituality. This is
the way of the saints, the difficult way of life (Matt. 7:13-14). This is life according to
the Spirit, and not according to the flesh (Rom. 8:5-8, 13; Gal. 5:24, 16-17; 6:8). This is
being crucified with Christ to the world (Gal. 6:14).

40

How to Give Effective Witness
“And Samuel said, ‘Has the Lord as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices, as in
obeying the voice of the Lord? Behold, to obey is better that sacrifice, and to hearken
than the fat of rams” (1 Sam. 15:22).

Today we hear of the importance of doing the will of God. Disobedience destroys our
relationship with God and our peace. Christ came to vanquish Satan and his influence
over us, to renew us in God’s grace and splendor, and to restore us to a life of joy and
peace. Then, redeemed by Christ, restored to God’s splendor, and living in his kingdom
of heavenly peace, we have to do more than simply call ourselves Christians, more than
simply offer external sacrifice, more even than only offer the sacrifice of the mass. We
also need the interior disposition to do God’s will, and we have to do it practically in our
life. Only practicing the external rite of offering sacrifice without the interior intention of
doing God’s will and without actual obedience does not please God anymore than Saul’s
sacrifices pleased God, for he did not obey his will.
If we are priests or religious, for example, to be obedient means that we are to live
in accord with our state in life, a life of prayer and renunciation of the worldliness of the
world. We should rather be a transforming presence in the world, living only for God in
all we do, in our whole way of life. Then our witness—the witness of our way of
living—will make a difference in the world. We know the tremendous impact that St.
Anthony of Egypt, for example, had on his age and afterwards. He lived faithfully
according to his vocation and therefore greatly influenced the world. He was obedient to
the will of God, and his simple life of prayer and fasting in the desert had a tremendous
affect on the world.
The life of a priest or religious can have an important influence on the world if he
is obedient and faithful; that is, behaving, dressing, eating, and living in general in a way
that is coherent with the will of God and his state in life. In the gospel, we have the
example of fasting, which Jesus says his followers will practice after he is taken from
them. Fasting means living only for God, not in gluttony, not seeking the unnecessary
pleasures of the world, but rather living in simplicity with an undivided heart in our love
for God in all that we do, in our whole way of life.
If we are not obedient, consistent, and coherent in such basic and fundamental
areas as our way of eating, dressing, and living in general, we greatly weaken the
effectiveness of our witness and our impact on others. We must have an obedient,
consistent, and coherent heart and life, and not merely practice a ritual of offering
sacrifice.
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The Scorn of the World
“Then he went home; and the crowd came together again, so that they could not even eat.
And when his friends heard it, they went out to seize him, for they said, ‘He is beside
himself’” (Mark 3:19-21).

Often it must seem to the world that true Christians are beside themselves. To the world,
they seem to be crazy. How many times did people say that Jesus had a demon (Mark
3:22; John 10:20; 7:20; 8:48, 52)? After hearing St. Paul’s defense, the governor “Festus
said with a loud voice, ‘Paul, you are mad; your great learning is turning you mad’” (Acts
26:24). It is the same even in the Old Testament. At the last judgment when the wicked
will see the just man in glory, they will say, “This is the man whom we once held in
derision and made a byword of reproach—we fools! We thought that his life was
madness and that his end was without honor” (Wis. 5:4).
Why is this the case? It is because the true Christian does not love the world in its
worldliness and does not imitate its ways. He preaches to the world to save it, but he
renounces its pleasures in order not to divide his heart. “Do not love the world, or the
things in the world. If any one loves the world, love for the Father is not in him” (1 John
2:15). “If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where
Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things that are above, not on
things that are on earth” (Col. 3:1-2). A true Christian distances himself from worldly
ways. He rejects the broad and comfortable way of the world, the way of the many, the
way of perdition; and chooses instead the difficult way and the narrow gate of the few,
the way of life (Matt. 7:13-14). But to those who are on the broad way of the world and
its delights, those who are taking the difficult and narrow way of life seem to be crazy,
beside themselves. If those on the broad path think that theirs is the correct path, then
naturally the few who have rejected their path must be crazy. But they are mistaken.
The way of the few is the way of renunciation of the unnecessary pleasures of the
world in order to have an undivided heart in their love for God. This is the way of life
which few choose (Matt. 7:13-14). Even in the Old Testament, those who fasted an lived
an austere life were the laughingstock of the rest. “When I humbled my soul with fasting,
it became my reproach. When I made sackcloth my clothing, I became a byword to
them. I am the talk of those who sit in the gate, and the drunkards make songs about me”
(Ps. 69:10-12).
The Christian trusts completely in Jesus Christ for his salvation and new life in
the light. For the world which does not believe in Christ, this also is madness. To the
world that lives only for things that are seen, only for the sensible pleasures of this
present life, a life of faith seems like madness. The true Christian must, therefore, put up
with the scorn of the world. This is the cross he must bear.
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The Kingdom of God Belongs to the Poor
“And he lifted up his eyes on his disciples and said: ‘Blessed are you poor, for
yours is the kingdom of God’” (Luke 6:20).

This verse begins the beatitudes, Jesus’ programmatic sermon where he proclaims the
poor blessed, and woe upon the rich. We need to understand what he is saying here and
grasp the message of this important sermon, for it is an outline summary of much of his
teaching in other places in the gospels. Jesus is proclaiming here a whole way of life, a
new way of living, which is a life lived for God alone with all one’s heart and in service
of one’s neighbor for the love of God. Jesus wants us to live completely and radically for
God, leaving all else to live for him alone. God should be our only happiness, and we
should therefore leave everything else for the love of him.
The first disciples did this by leaving their nets, boat, and father, to follow him
(Luke 5:11; Mark 1:17-20). Levi did it when “he left everything, and rose and followed
him” (Luke 5:28). Jesus blessed his disciples for having done this to serve him
completely with all their life and all their time. “Every one who has left houses or
brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or lands, for my name’s sake, will
receive a hundredfold” (Matt. 19:29). These are the true poor, to whom belongs the
kingdom of God (Luke 6:20). They live for him alone with an undivided heart. Their
heart is not divided by the pleasures of the world. Worldly pleasures choke us so that we
do not bear fruit, as weeds choke a seed (Luke 8:14). Those that love these pleasures lose
their life, while those that hate their life in this world will save it (John 12:25). He that
loses his life for love of Christ will save his life (Mark 8:35). Such is the true poor
person, to whom the kingdom of God belongs.
The purpose of life is not worldly pleasures. We should not try to increase them.
Rather we should sacrifice our life for the love of Christ, losing our life in this world for
love of him. We should have only one treasure, and that in heaven, for where our
treasure is, there also will our heart be (Matt. 6:19-21). We should live a life of austerity
and simplicity, renouncing worldly delights. Thus, and only thus, will we serve only one
master, not two, for we cannot serve both God and mammon (Matt. 6:24). If we want to
possess the kingdom of God, we have to renounce everything of this world, as did the
man who discovered the buried treasure. He had to sell all he had to obtain the treasure,
which is the kingdom of God (Matt. 13:44). The kingdom of God, which we seek, is a
pearl of great price, which is only obtainable at the price of all else (Matt. 13:45-46). “So
therefore, whoever of you does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple” (Luke
14:33). St. Paul said the same thing. “If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the
things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on
things that are above, not on things that are on earth” (Col. 3:1-2). About himself, St.
Paul said that he was dead to the world, crucified to the world for the love of Christ.
“But far be it from me to glory, except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the
world has been crucified to me, and I to the world” (Gal. 6:14).
This is the evangelical poverty proclaimed by Jesus in the beatitudes. This is to
live only for God with all one’s heart, without division. This is the first commandment of
Jesus, to love God with all one’s heart, all one’s soul, all one’s mind, and all one’s
43

strength (Mark 12:30). This is to live a simple and austere life for the love of Jesus, for
“those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires”
(Gal. 5:24).
Those who ignore these counsels are like a camel trying to get through the eye of
a needle (Matt. 19:24). Woe to them, for they have already had their consolation. “Woe
to you that are rich, for you have received your consolation” (Luke 6:24). Where have
they received their consolation? In the delights and pleasures of this world, and thus they
have divided their heart. They should not expect any further consolation. This is the
same thing that Abraham said to the rich glutton “who feasted sumptuously every day”
(Luke 16:19). From paradise he told him, “Son, remember that you in your lifetime
received your good things, and Lazarus in like manner evil things; but now he is
comforted here, and you are in anguish” (Luke 16:25). He already received his
consolation in his gluttonous life. There was no further consolation for him to receive
after death. We should avoid such a scenario. It is far better to live a life of perfection,
the life to which Jesus calls us, a life in which we leave everything of this world to find
our happiness only in God, not dividing our heart with the pleasures of the world.
Therefore Jesus said to the rich young man, “If you would be perfect, go, sell what you
possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me”
(Matt. 19:21). Truly, many who are first in the world will be last in the kingdom of God,
while those who make themselves last in the world for the love of Christ will be the first
in the kingdom of God (Matt. 19:30). We should lose all for Christ and consider it
rubbish in order to gain Christ (Phil. 3:8). “Whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the
sake of Christ” (Phil. 3:7).
“Blessed are you that hunger now, for you shall be satisfied” (Luke 6:21), but
“Woe to you that are full now, for you shall hunger” (Luke 6:25). Here we see sketched
in a few words this entire teaching. “Blessed are you poor, for yours is the kingdom of
God” (Luke 6:20), “but woe to you that are rich, for you have received your consolation”
(Luke 6:24). Blessed are those who put this into practice and live a simple, austere life
for the love of God in order to love him with all their heart, with a heart that is not
divided by the pleasures of the world. They will have an undivided heart, not divided in
its love for God. Theirs is the kingdom of God, both now and hereafter. They have not
received their consolation in the things here below. They can hope to receive it
afterward.
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Modern Idolatry
“When Solomon was old his wives turned away his heart after other gods; and his heart
was not wholly true to the Lord his God, as was the heart of David his father”
(1 Kings 11:4).

We see that in his old age Solomon’s heart became divided by serving other gods, and he
“did not wholly follow the Lord, as David his father had done” (1 Kings 11:6). Hence
“his heart was not wholly true to the Lord his God, as was the heart of David his father”
(1 Kings 11:4). How important it is then to have an undivided heart in our love and
service of God and not allow our heart to become divided among other things! We
should not allow other things to take the place of God in our heart. Therefore “the Lord
was angry with Solomon, because his heart had turned away from the Lord, the God of
Israel” (1 Kings 11:9).
There are many things that we can put into our heart that should not be there and
that divide the love of our heart so that it is not undivided as it should be. The pleasures
of the world are idols that divide our heart. They are our false gods that make us worldly
instead of pure followers of the Lord, and only of the Lord.
Solomon thought that he had good reasons for his actions, for he made political
alliances by marrying the daughters of various kings, such as the daughter of Pharaoh (1
Kings 11:1). Since his foreign wives were not Israelites, he built temples for them where
they could offer sacrifice to their gods, and he joined them in their sacrifices. But this did
not please God.
We too can think that we have good reasons for putting other pleasures into our
heart, but this also does not please God, who wants to see in us a heart that is integral and
undivided in our love and service of him. We do not need as many things as we think,
unnecessary things that are only for pleasure. All this only divides the heart.
We have to beware of the culture that we live in and guard ourselves against it
and not uncritically imitate its ways and fashions. We should rather discern the styles of
our culture and reject what is not in accord with gospel living. The great sin of the
Israelites was to mingle with the nations and imitate their ways. “They did not destroy
the peoples, as the Lord commanded them, but they mingled with the nations and learned
to do as they did. They served their idols, which became a snare to them. They
sacrificed their sons and their daughters to the demons; they poured out innocent blood,
the blood of their sons and daughters, whom they sacrificed to the idols of Canaan; and
the land was polluted with blood. Thus they became unclean by their acts” (Ps. 106:3439). Let us not do the same!
Although we do not worship idols in the same way that they did, there are
nonetheless many idols in our culture that are served and that divide the heart. The cult
of pleasure is the great idol that is served today, and it divides the heart so that it is not
wholly true to the Lord.
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Where Is Our Happiness?
“Then Ahijah laid hold of the new garment that was on him, and tore it into twelve
pieces. And he said to Jeroboam, ‘Take for yourself ten pieces; for thus says the Lord,
the God of Israel, “Behold, I am about to tear the kingdom from the hand of Solomon,
and will give you ten tribes”’” (1 Kings 11:30-31).

For not being faithful to the Lord, the kingdom was torn from the hand of Solomon, and
ten tribes were given to Jeroboam. This is the Lord’s punishment of Solomon for his sin
in forsaking the Lord, announced to Jeroboam by the prophet Ahijah. “He has forsaken
me, and worshiped Ashtoreth the goddess of the Sidonians, Chemosh the god of Moab,
and Milcom the god of the Ammonites, and has not walked in my ways, doing what is
right in my sight and keeping my statutes and my ordinances, as David his father did” (1
Kings 11:33).
But afterward Jeroboam too would stop serving the Lord with all his heart. He
would make two golden calves and put one in Bethel and the other in Dan and would say
to the people, “Behold your gods, oh Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt”
(1 Kings 12:28). He then “appointed priests from among all the people, who were not of
the Levites” (1 Kings 12:31), and he offered sacrifices on the altar in Bethel (1 Kings
12:32), something which should only be done in Jerusalem (Deut. 16:2; Lev. 17:1-9;
Deut. 12:4-6).
Therefore Jeroboam would also be punished for his sin. The same prophet Ahijah
would say, “Therefore behold, I will bring evil upon the house of Jeroboam, and will cut
off from Jeroboam every male” (1 Kings 14:10). Thus we see the evil of idolatry. The
kingdom was torn from the hands of these two kings because they had ceased walking
wholeheartedly with the Lord. The Lord is a jealous God. He wants all of our love.
Jesus Christ revealed the same message. His first and most important
commandment is, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all
your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength” (Mark 12:30). He said,
“No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he
will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and mammon”
(Matt. 6:24).
But how many continue trying to serve two masters? How many continue
dividing their hearts by the way they live? How many believe they can serve God and
other things too? How many believe they can live a worldly life and also serve God with
all their heart, with an undivided heart, as God wishes? Many, I think; but it is
impossible. We should seek our happiness only in the Lord, not in the delights of the
world, which only divide our heart and diminish the love we have for God. God wants
all our love, not just part of it. He also wants to be all our happiness, not just part of our
happiness. This is why monks live a life of prayer and fasting in the desert far from the
world—namely to love God with all their hearts.
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Our Only Treasure
“If this people go up to offer sacrifices in the house of the Lord at Jerusalem, then the
heart of this people will turn again to their lord, to Rehoboam king of Judah”
(1 Kings 12:27).

Since its conquest by David, Jerusalem was the central location chosen and blessed by
God in which the Israelites were to offer sacrifice. This was in accord with the law of the
one sanctuary of the Mosaic Law (Deut. 12:1-27). But Jeroboam saw that if the Israelites
continued going up to Jerusalem to offer sacrifice, “then the heart of this people will turn
again to their lord, to Rehoboam king of Judah” (1 Kings 12:27). Therefore Jeroboam
chose two places in his kingdom, one in Dan, the other in Bethel, and in each he made a
golden calf so that in the future the people would offer their sacrifices before one or the
other of these and no longer in Solomon’s temple in Jerusalem (1 Kings 12:28-32). He
also “appointed priests from among all the people, who were not of the Levites” (1 Kings
12:31).
This was Jeroboam’s great sin. “And Jeroboam drove Israel from following the
Lord and made them commit great sin. The people of Israel walked in all the sins which
Jeroboam did … until the Lord removed Israel out of his sight” (2 Kings 17:21-23).
In Israel it was important to offer sacrifice only in the place designated by the
Lord; not in just any place. “Take heed that you do not offer your burnt offerings at
every place that you see; but at the place which the Lord will choose in one of your
tribes, there you shall offer your burnt offerings” (Deut. 12:13-14). Jeroboam broke from
this important law, and this did not please the Lord.
We see here the importance of obeying God’s will. Although the ten tribes of
Jeroboam were stronger than Judah, they were finally completely destroyed. Only the
descendents of Judah preserved the faith of Israel until the coming of the Messiah.
In our lives too we have to obey God’s will if we want to be blessed by him. And
what is his will for us? It is to serve the Lord, and only the Lord, with all our heart, for,
as the psalmist says, “Thou art my Lord; I have no good apart from thee … Those who
choose another god multiply their sorrows; their libations of blood I will not pour out or
take their name upon my lips. The Lord is my chosen portion and my cup; thou holdest
my lot” (Ps. 16:2, 4-5). Jeroboam lost God’s favor because he did not serve him with all
his heart and did not obey him. To serve God with all our heart is to serve him alone and
to serve him in the way he wants to be served. It is to leave all for him (Luke 5:11), to be
crucified to the world for him (Gal. 6:14), to have only one treasure (Matt. 6:19-21), and
only one master (Matt. 6:24). It is to seek the things above, not those of earth (Col. 3:12), and to renounce the pleasures of the world, so that God be our only happiness.
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Rejoice in Persecution
“Count it all joy, my brethren, when you meet various trials” (James 1:2).

The Christian life is full of trials. If we live as God directs us, we will find ourselves in
various conflicts with the expectations of other people who do not understand why we act
as we do. Since the fundamental principles of Christ and those of the world are so often
opposed to each other, the world will often neither understand nor accept us. We will be
different because of Christ, and this difference will cause hatred, rejection, and
persecution (Matt. 10:34-36). Jesus himself prepared us for this, saying, “You will be
hated by all for my name’s sake. But he who endures to the end will be saved. When
they persecute you in one town, flee to the next; for truly, I say to you, you will not have
gone through all the towns of Israel, before the Son of man comes” (Matt. 10:22-23).
Jesus warned us that this is what our life will be like if we follow him with all our heart,
as he wishes. Our life will be full of persecution. “A disciple is not above his teacher,
nor a servant above his master; it is enough for the disciple to be like his teacher, and the
servant like his master. If they have called the master of the house Beelzebul, how much
more will they malign those of his household” (Matt. 10:24-25).
We should not be afraid when this happens. If necessary, we can flee to another
location, to another city and take refuge there, but we are not to expect that our life will
have less persecution than Christ’s life. He himself told us that it would have more!
But this should not break our spirit. St. James tells us that we should count it all
joy when we meet various trials (James 1:2). Jesus told us the same. “Blessed are those
who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed
are you when men revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you
falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so
men persecuted the prophets who were before you” (Matt. 5:10-12). How true this is!
We are blessed when we are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for then God rewards us,
and his Spirit resides upon us (1 Pet. 4:14). It is in the midst of persecution for the sake
of Christ and his will that we feel his peace and true happiness in our hearts. God
rewards us for being faithful and suffering for him. This is when we confess Christ
before men, and he acknowledges us before his Father (Matt. 10:32).
This is our life. This is our cross. This is our happiness. Thus do we offer
ourselves as a sacrifice of love to the Father, and thus does God reward us with the gift of
his Spirit and joy. Therefore “Count it all joy, brethren, when you meet various trials”
(James 1:2).
“If you are reproached for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the spirit
of glory and of God rests upon you” (1 Pet. 4:14). Therefore “Rejoice in so far as you
share Christ’s sufferings, that you may also rejoice and be glad when his glory is
revealed” (1 Peter 4:13).
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Losing One’s Life to Save It
“And he said to all, ‘If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up
his cross daily and follow me’” (Luke 9:23).

The cross of Jesus Christ redeemed us and brought us the kingdom of God, in which we
can now live forgiven for our sins and reconciled with God. It is a kingdom of heavenly
peace on earth that will come in its fullness at the Parousia of our Lord Jesus Christ on
the clouds of heaven but exists already ahead of time for those who believe in him.
We see in the above quotation that not only Christ but we too must bear the cross
if we want to be his followers. How should a Christian live? What is the purpose of our
new life of faith, of our new life in Christ? We are not here for the pleasures of the world
but rather to deny ourselves and take up our cross every day and follow Jesus. This
means that we are to preach the truth of his gospel and offer ourselves in sacrifice with
him to the Father. If we do this in a way that is faithful to his will, we will be persecuted
in this world. Those who accept this and continue living for him with all their heart and
mind will be his true followers. They will bear their cross of persecution and rejection
every day. Thus will be their life in this world.
The Christian life is a life of sacrifice and renunciation of self, for we wish to
serve but one master only (Matt. 6:24) and have only one treasure in this world (Matt.
6:19-21), namely Jesus Christ and the kingdom of God. If we want this treasure, we have
to sacrifice everything else to obtain it as did the man who discovered the treasure buried
in a field. He had to sell everything he had in order to be able to buy the field and all it
contained and thus gain possession of the treasure (Matt. 13:44).
What does this parable teach us? It teaches us that if we want to obtain the
kingdom of God, we have to do what this man did, renounce everything else, all the
pleasures of the world, which only divide our hearts. Only in this way will we be able to
possess this great treasure. To possess the kingdom of God is to have Jesus Christ
shining in our hearts, filling us with heavenly peace and the joy of the Holy Spirit. But to
receive this we have to have an undivided heart in our love for him.
Therefore Jesus says, “Whoever would save his life will lose it; and whoever
loses his life for my sake, he will save it” (Luke 9:24). We lose our life for his sake by
denying ourselves, by renouncing the world. Therefore during Lent we sacrifice the
unnecessary delights of the table, and other things too, something we should be doing all
year long, but for those who have not done so, at least during Lent they should do so. In
this way, they will deny themselves, take up their cross of sacrifice, sell all to obtain the
treasure, have only one treasure, and serve only one master. In this way, they will lose
their life in this world for the sake of Christ, and in losing it they will save it.
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Fasting: Why and How I Fast?
“And Jesus said to them, ‘Can the wedding guests mourn as long as the bridegroom is
with them? The days will come, when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then
they will fast’” (Matt. 9:15).

The time of Jesus’s ministry was a special time in salvation history. It was the messianic
time when the Messiah was physically present on earth. Jesus was the bridegroom, and
his ministry was the time of his wedding with the New Israel. Therefore his disciples did
not fast during those special wedding days, although he himself fasted forty days and
forty nights in the desert. But he said that when the bridegroom is physically taken away
from them, then they too will fast. We are in those days now, and during Lent we
emphasize fasting and its importance in the life of a Christian.
Isaiah teaches us that our fasting should be accompanied by alms giving and
helping the poor if we want it to have a good effect. “Is not this the fast that I choose: to
loose the bonds of wickedness, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go
free … Is it not to share your bread with the hungry … Then shall your light break forth
like the dawn, and your healing shall spring up speedily; your righteousness shall go
before you, the glory of the Lord shall be your rear guard” (Isa. 58:6, 7, 8). If when we
fast we also help the poor with our wisdom and money, our light will break forth like the
dawn, we shall shine with the righteousness of God, and the glory of the Lord shall be
with us.
Why does fasting have such power? It is because fasting cuts away the things that
divide our hearts and enables us to have an undivided heart in our love for God. By
fasting, we reduce our food to the essentials for health and set aside delicacies. This is
something we should do in every aspect of our life in order to be able to live only for God
with all our heart. Thus we can say with the psalmist, “Thou art my Lord; I have no good
apart from thee … Those who choose another god multiply their sorrows … The Lord is
my chosen portion and my cup” (Ps. 16:2, 4, 5).
If one fasts in a healthy way, one can fast every day of the year—it can become a
whole way of life. What I do is eat only once a day, at noon, never eat meat or use
seasoning, and never eat delicacies (things made of sugar, artificial sweeteners, or white
flour, or white rice) or fried foods. Thus one can eat all the essentials every day and in
sufficient quantity for health but without dividing the heart with unnecessary pleasures.
By eating in this way, my food is completely digested when I rise at 2:45 A.M. for prayer
and contemplation. For contemplation, it is important to have an empty stomach. I then
prolong this time with God in silence during the rest of the morning, quietly doing my
work; and at noon, I eat again. I do not eat breakfast because it drops me spiritually at
the most spiritual time of the day. We should then organize all the other parts of our life
so they are in harmony with our fasting, avoiding unnecessary pleasures of the world in
general in every aspect of our life so that our life is harmonious and homogeneous.
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The Rich Glutton Tormented in Eternal Fire
“But Abraham said, ‘Son, remember that you in your lifetime received your good things,
and Lazarus in like manner evil things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in
anguish’” (Luke 16:25).

We see here that not everyone is saved. Some are eternally tormented in hell, as is this
rich glutton “who feasted sumptuously every day” (Luke 16:19), for “between us and
you,” said Abraham, “a great chasm has been fixed, in order that those who would pass
from here to you may not be able, and none may cross from there to us” (Luke 16:26).
We see the same thing in Jesus’s teaching about the final judgment—those who have not
lived rightly will go to eternal fire. “Then he will say to those at his left hand, ‘Depart
from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels’ … And
they will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life” (Matt.
25:41, 46). This does not mean that Christ’s sacrifice was not perfect or that it lacked the
power to save everyone. It was fully successful and powerful to save all the elect—that
is, all those whom God had predestined for salvation, which are those who respond with
faith.
But why was this rich glutton tormented in eternal fire? Jesus tells us that he
“feasted sumptuously every day” (Luke 16:19). And Abraham tells him that he already
received his reward in his lifetime, and now he is in anguish (Luke 16:25). He lived a
self-indulgent life, centered in worldly delights, feasting sumptuously every day. So he
has already had his reward. Jesus says the same thing in the beatitudes. “Woe to you that
are rich, for you have received your consolation” (Luke 6:24). On the contrary, he said,
“Blessed are you poor, for yours is the kingdom of God” (Luke 6:20).
A self-indulgent life is a divided life at best, divided between God on the one
hand and the false god of the unnecessary pleasures of this world on the other hand. It is
a life that has a divided heart, that does not live only for God with all its love (Mark
12:30). Those who divide themselves like this are like a camel trying to get through the
eye of a needle (Matt. 19:24). Therefore Jesus said, “It will be hard for a rich man to
enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 19:23). They do not serve only one master (Matt.
6:24). They do not have but one treasure only (Matt. 6:19-21). They are like seeds
among thorns that “are choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life, and their fruit
does not mature” (Luke 8:14).
How much better to live only for God, completely for him.
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The Call to Perfection
“The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one; and you shall love the
Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and
with all your strength’” (Mark 12:29-30).

Here Jesus quotes the great Jewish prayer, the Shema (Deut. 6:4), as his first and most
important commandment. We are to love God with all our resources. This is the first
commandment. It is also the call to perfection. Jesus called the rich young man to a life
of perfection, saying, “If you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the
poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me” (Matt. 19:21). For
Jesus, the life of perfection is to love him with all that we have, with all our heart, mind,
soul, and strength. If the rich young man had left everything for Jesus’s sake, he would
be on the way of perfection. Therefore Jesus says, “Whoever of you does not renounce
all that he has cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33). A true disciple lives completely and
uniquely for Jesus Christ, and renounces everything else. He hates his life in this world
(John 12:25). He loses his life for the sake of Christ, and therefore he saves it (Mark
8:35). He seeks the things that are above, where Christ is, rather than the pleasures and
riches of this world, for he has risen with Christ and now lives a new and risen life with
him (Col. 3:1-2).
The true disciple, who has chosen the way of perfection, is crucified to the world,
as St. Paul was (Gal. 6:14). He is dead to the world and its pleasures in order to have a
completely undivided heart in his love for the Lord. He leaves family, houses, lands, and
can even renounce marriage to dedicate himself completely and uniquely to Jesus Christ
with all the love of his heart, without dividing it even with a Christian spouse (Luke
18:29; 1 Cor. 7:32-34). He chooses the narrow way of life, which is the way of the
renunciation of the world and its pleasures rather than the wide and comfortable way of
the world (Matt. 7:13-14).
The true disciple has found the pearl of great price and the buried treasure, and he
sacrifices everything else to obtain them (Matt. 13:44-46). He regards as loss all that was
once his gain, and he does this to gain Christ (Phil. 3:7-8). Having sacrificed everything,
he now lives for one master only, no longer for two (Matt. 6:24), and he has now but one
treasure, not many (Matt. 6:19-21), because he wants his heart to be where his treasure is
(Matt. 6:21). He does not want to divide his heart among the loves, pleasure, and riches
of the world but rather reserve it only for the Lord. Nor does he want the thorns of the
riches and pleasures of the world to choke him (Luke 8:14). He leaves everything else,
because he does not want to be like a camel trying to get through the eye of a needle,
since he knows that such is a rich man, surrounded by his pleasures, trying to get into the
kingdom of God (Matt. 19:24).
If we live in this new way, we have chosen the way of perfection (Matt. 19:21),
and God will in turn be to us like the dew, and we will blossom like the lily (Hos. 14:5).
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Custody of the Heart
“You offspring of Canaan and not of Judah, beauty has deceived you and lust has
perverted your heart” (Dan. 13:56).

In the account of Susanna, the beautiful woman for whom the two elders, who had been
appointed as judges, were overwhelmed with passion, we see clearly illustrated the
danger of division of heart. Even two elders that were respected by the people and placed
in positions of authority and trust fell into a disastrous situation because they did not
sufficiently guard their hearts. They fell in love with the beauty of Susanna, and their
infatuation cost them their lives.
“The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately corrupt; who can
understand it?” (Jer. 17:9). Knowing this, we have to take precautions to guard our
whole way of life so that our heart does not divide. If we fall in love with forbidden
beauty or with worldly pleasures, we are divided in our love of God and can no longer
love him with all our heart, all our mind, all our soul, and all our strength, as we should
(Mark 12:30). Part of our heart will be reserved for forbidden beauty or worldly
pleasures, and our heart will be divided. But God wants all of our heart. He wants a
heart that is undivided in our love for him. He does not want to have to compete with the
delights of this world or with human beauty for our attention. He wants all of our
attention, all of our interest, and all of our love, without any division. This is the life of
perfection. Marriage is necessary and blessed; but apart from that, we should love God
with an undivided heart; and celibacy, for this reason, is superior to marriage, for it
enables us to love God with a more undivided heart (2 Cor. 7:32-34, 38).
Therefore we are to serve only one master (Matt. 6:24), have only one treasure
(Matt. 6:19-21), and renounce all to gain all, as did the man that discovered the buried
treasure and sold all that he had to obtain it (Matt. 13:44-46). Thus we hate our life in
this world to guard it for eternal life (John 12:25). But those who love their life, falling in
love with forbidden beauty or with worldly pleasures, lose their life. Those who save
their lives in this way lose them; while those who lose their lives for Christ save them
(Mark 8:35). Therefore we are to be crucified to the world (Gal. 6:14). In dying to the
world, we live for God.
Custody of the heart and of the senses is the job of a lifetime, as we see in case of
these two elders who fell in old age.
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The Silent, Contemplative Work of St. Joseph
“And God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the
earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the
air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth’” (Gen. 1:28).

Today we commemorate St. Joseph the Worker, the foster father of Jesus Christ. It is a
day on which we reflect on the importance of human work—all types of work,
intellectual as well as manual. We were created to work, to “have dominion over the fish
of the sea … and over every living thing that moves upon the earth” (Gen. 1:28). For this
we were created, and therefore we are happy when we work.
Being a contemplative does not mean that we stop working and only sit praying.
No one can be happy living like that, for it is contrary to God’s plan for us. Monks who
leave the world to live a contemplative life in the silence of the desert, far from the noise,
distractions, and entertainments of the world, work. The Desert Fathers in Egypt made
baskets, mats, and ropes; or copied manuscripts; or wrote books, as did Evagrius
Ponticus. They worked according to their ability, personal inclination, and interest, using
the gifts and talents God gave them. Thus each individual contributed to the well-being
of the rest, making his own contribution to the community and to the world.
God did not put us here in this world only to entertain ourselves, but rather to help
others. We should not only receive but also to give to others. We receive the services of
other people, while at the same time we serve them with our talents. Living in this way a
person will be happy, for he is living in accordance with God’s will.
Our work can change as we grow older or develop some physical disability. We
can give up a type of work that requires much physical activity, distraction, and travel for
a more contemplative type of work. A professor, for example, may stop teaching and
instead occupy himself in writing books, in this way making the wisdom of his many
years available to a much wider audience and in a more durable form, while at the same
time living a quieter and more contemplative life. Thus he simplifies his life and greatly
reduces the distractions he once had as an active professor.
A monk works in silence, far from the world, so as not to be distracted. He does
not travel. He always stays in the same place, within an enclosure (cloister), far from
worldly entertainments, temptations, and distractions in order to live a life recollected in
God, happily occupied in manual or intellectual work, which he does for the benefit of
the community and the world. He lives in silence and prayer, even when working. But
he also spends much time sitting in silent contemplation without words or ideas, united to
God.
St. Joseph is for us an example of silent, contemplative work.
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The Christian Life Is a Life of the Cross
“If you were of the world, the world would love its own; but because you are not of the
world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you” (John 15:19).

A Christian will be persecuted. We have to be prepared for this and not be surprised
when it happens. Christ prepared us for this. Our faith in him makes us different from
the world if we do his will and live for him with all our heart, as he wishes. The world
lives for itself and its pleasures. A Christian mortifies and sacrifices himself for the love
of Christ so that all his love goes directly to him. He detaches himself for the sake of
Christ to love him with all his heart. Therefore he renounces the pleasures of this world
and lives a mortified, ascetical life, a life of sacrifice and love of God. He renounces the
world and its delights, delicacies, and pleasures in every aspect of his life, from his diet
and way of dressing to how he spends his free time. He renounces the diversions and
entertainments of this world in order to love God with all his heart, not with a heart
divided and dissipated by the pleasures of the world. Thus he lives only for God, only for
Christ, and his life is very different from the life of the world, from a worldly life.
Therefore the world does not love him. It neither understands nor accepts him.
The world rejects and persecutes him. But he continues living this way, only for God
with all his heart, with a radically undivided heart, and he continues preaching the gospel.
As Christ was rejected and persecuted by the world, in the same way the Christian
will also be rejected and persecuted by the world. But he knows this. It does not surprise
him. It is what he expects, for Christ prepared him for this. He told us, “You will be
hated by all for my name’s sake. But he who endures to the end will be saved. When
they persecute you in one town, flee to the next” (Matt. 10:22-23). So we continue with
our way of life and our ministry in another place, as did St. Paul, who was imprisoned,
stoned, beaten, and driven out of one city after another. Again and again he departed
from where they persecuted him and went to another town and preached Christ there. We
should do the same, not daunted by past rejections and persecution.
“Do not wonder, brethren, that the world hates you” (1 John 3:13). “Indeed all
who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim. 3:12). “If they
have called the master of the house Beelzebul, how much more will they malign those of
his household” (Matt. 10:25). “The world has hated them because they are not of the
world, even as I am not of the world” (John 17:14). “If they persecuted me, they will
persecute you” (John 15:20).
This will be our life if we want to be Christians. It is a life of the cross. As they
persecuted Jesus, so will they persecute us if we follow him with all our heart,
renouncing the way of living of the world in its worldliness in order to live for Christ
with all our heart.
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True Obedience and Persecution
“They will put you out of the synagogues; indeed the hour is coming when whoever kills
you will think he is offering service to God. And they will do this because they have not
known the Father, nor me” (John 16:2-3).

Persecution will be a permanent factor in the Christian life. Jesus prepares us for this
today. Those who lack spiritual experience persecute Jesus’ disciples. Those who do not
know the guidance of the Holy Spirit in their own hearts do not respect his guidance in
the hearts of Jesus’ disciples. Those who do not recognize God’s voice in their own
consciences do not respect the consciences of others. They do not believe that God
guides people interiorly, so they are intolerant of people who seek to follow the interior
guidance of the Spirit in their lives. Those who do not recognize how God wants to guide
them persecute people whom God is guiding and who are obediently following him.
Thus a disciple will always be persecuted by the world and by those lacking spiritual
experience.
We are not to fear persecution, nor should we stop following the interior guidance
of the Spirit out of fear of being persecuted. “Do not fear those who kill the body but
cannot kill the soul” (Matt. 10:28). We should obey God’s interior guidance even if this
causes us to be persecuted and not swerve from this guidance to avoid persecution.
Instead of fearing persecution, we should fear one who can destroy our soul by leading us
into sin. We should not do something to save our body if this will destroy our soul. He
who saves his life in this way loses it. But he who loses his life for Christ’s sake will
save it (Matt. 10:39).
We lose our life by being persecuted for doing God’s will, but in losing it in this
way, we save it with God. At times those who persecute us will have great zeal, thinking
that they are acting correctly, but because they have little interior experience of how God
guides souls, they are mistaken. They think they are “offering service to God. And they
will do this because they have not known the Father, nor me” (John 16:2-3). Their lack
of interior spiritual experience leads them to think and act in this way. The result is that
the obedient disciple is persecuted for the sake of Christ by those who think they are
offering service to God in persecuting him. But the reality is that his persecutors do not
know God. They lack spiritual experience. They have zeal, but lack knowledge.
Therefore “beware of men; for they will deliver you up to councils, and flog you
in their synagogues” (Matt. 10:17). Instead of trying to avoid persecution, we should do
God’s will and give witness to Christ. “Every one who acknowledges me before men, I
also will acknowledge before my Father who is in heaven; but whoever denies me before
men, I also will deny before my Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 10:32-33). In doing this,
“we must obey God rather then men” (Acts 5:29).
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Evangelical Poverty
“How hard it will be for those who have riches to enter the kingdom of God”
(Mark 10:23).

This is the great mystery of evangelical poverty—namely that it is the poor of this world
who are blessed, for theirs is the kingdom of God (Luke 6:20). This means the anawim,
the poor of Yahweh, who are meek, humble, and righteous, who have lost everything in
this world except God, who is their only happiness. This is the condition that Jesus
blesses. For us this means renouncing all luxury, delicacies, and unnecessary pleasures,
and living only for God in every aspect of our lives, in simplicity and evangelical
poverty. Thus we will be able to have an undivided heart in our love for the Lord, not
divided by the delicacies and unnecessary pleasures of the world. This applies to our
diet, our way of dressing, and how we spend our time. We should live in great
simplicity, for the Lord, with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength (Mark 12:30). Our
food should be simple and healthy, without delicacies and things added only for pleasure.
Our life should not be worldly. It should therefore exclude things like movies that put the
world into our hearts. If we are priests or religious, we should dress as such in all
simplicity, giving important and necessary witness in a world so forgetful of God and in
such need of our witness.
We should live like this because “it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a
needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God” (Mark 10:25). How can a rich
man, surrounded by his pleasures, have an undivided heart in his love for God? He is
like a seed sown among thorns that choke it (Luke 8:14). Therefore “woe to you that are
rich, for you have received your consolation” (Luke 6:24). They are like the rich glutton
in hell “who feasted sumptuously every day” (Luke 16:19), to whom Abraham said,
“Son, remember that you in your lifetime received your good things” (Luke 16:25). He
tried to save his life in a worldly way, and so he lost his life with God (Mark 8:35). “Do
not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth … for where your treasure is, there will your
heart be also” (Matt. 6:19, 21). But how many divide their hearts, even though Jesus
said, “No one can serve two masters … You cannot serve God and mammon” (Matt.
6:24). If we want the great treasure of the kingdom of God, we must renounce everything
else, as did the man who discovered the buried treasure (Matt. 13:44). Only in this way
will we possess the treasure of the kingdom. Therefore when the disciples heard the call
of Jesus, “when they had brought their boats to land, they left everything and followed
him” (Luke 5:11). This is the narrow way of life of the few, not the wide way of
destruction of the many (Matt. 7:13-14). This is living according to the Spirit, not
according to the flesh (Gal. 5:16; 6:8, 14). “So therefore, whoever of you does not
renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33).
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The Way of Perfection
“‘Which commandment is the first of all?’ Jesus answered, ‘The first is, “Hear, O Israel:
The Lord our God, the Lord is one; and you shall love the Lord your God with all your
heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength”’”
(Mark 12:28-30).

Here Jesus teaches us the first and most important commandment of all. Not only is this
the first commandment, but it should also be the central guiding principle of our life,
directing us in all we do if we want to be perfect. If perfection is our goal, we will love
God with all our heart without dividing the love of our heart among other things. Loving
God with an undivided heart means serving but one master only (Matt. 6:24) and having
only one treasure, the Lord (Matt. 6:19-21). We are not to divide our life between
serving God and serving the pleasures and diversions of the world. If we seek perfection,
we are not to be divided between God and the delicacies of the world. This is why Jesus
says to the rich young man, “If you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give
to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me” (Matt. 19:21).
The life of perfection is the life of renunciation and evangelical poverty. Indeed
“every one who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or
lands, for my name’s sake, will receive a hundredfold” (Matt. 19:29). This is because in
renouncing these things, they preserve an undivided heart. Evangelical poverty is loving
God with all one’s heart in a integral and consistent way. Celibacy is a radical form of
evangelical poverty in which we even renounce a human spouse to love God with all our
heart without any division. On the contrary, a rich man surrounded by pleasures will
hardly enter the kingdom of God. It would be “easier for a camel to go through the eye
of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God” (Matt. 19:24). Those who
are surrounded by worldly pleasures are like seed sown amid thorns that choke it (Luke
8:14).
Our affective energy should not be dissipated in many directions but rather be
directed in only one direction—toward God—if we wish to be perfect. If we want to
obtain the buried treasure—which is the kingdom of God—we must renounce all else and
live only for God. Only by renouncing all that he had could the man who discovered the
buried treasure gain possession of it. It is the same for us with the kingdom of God.
This is the narrow way of life that few choose (Matt. 7:13-14). Most try to serve
two masters—God and pleasure—and so divide their hearts. He who desires perfection
will choose the way of the renunciation of the pleasures of the world. So we see how the
first commandment directs our whole life as its central guiding principle. It determines
our whole way of living. “So therefore, whoever of you does not renounce all that he has
cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33).
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Persecution for Doing the Will of God
“Indeed all who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted”
(2 Tim. 3:12).

This is a basic principle of the Christian life. We have to accept and expect persecution
for obeying the will of God. It is a great error to try to avoid persecution by ceasing to do
the will of God. We are not to fear those who can only kill the body by persecuting us
but should only fear one who can destroy our soul by leading us into sin (Matt. 10:28). If
we are true Christians, obeying the will of God, we will be hated by many who do not
know God and do not understand his will (John 17:14; 15:21). We have to expect to be
judged, rejected, and persecuted for obeying the will of God, for many will not recognize
that we are obeying God.
A Christian does not follow the world and its worldly customs, so many will
reject him, because they do not understand him. What we must do is that which is
correct—namely the will of God, and suffer the persecution of those who do not
understand us. But in reality, this persecution will not harm us but will rather result in
blessing for us if we remain faithful to God through it. “Now who is there to harm you if
you are zealous for what is right? But even if you do suffer for righteousness sake, you
will be blessed. Have no fear of them, nor be troubled” (1 Pet. 3:13-14). “And do not
fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul; rather fear him who can destroy both
soul and body in hell” (Matt. 10:28). We are not to fear someone who persecutes us for
doing God’s will. He only kills the body. We are rather to fear someone who leads us
into sin. He is the one who kills our soul. This one we must fear and not follow even if it
means that our body will be killed. So we are to do God’s will and accept being judged,
rejected, and persecuted in this world but blessed by God for being faithful to him and
suffering for him.
“And you will be hated by all for my name’s sake. But he who endures to the end
will be saved” (Matt. 10:22). “If you are reproached for the name of Christ, you are
blessed, because the spirit of glory and of God rests upon you” (1 Pet. 4:14). “Blessed
are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven”
(Matt. 5:10).
Therefore we are to do without fear what we know to be the will of God for us
and accept being judged, rejected, and persecuted for what we do. Thus will we be
blessed by God. Never should we stop doing the will of God out of fear or shame, “for
whoever is ashamed of me and of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of
him will the Son of man be ashamed, when he comes in the glory of his Father with the
holy angels” (Mark 8:38). Those who think like the world will persecute us, for we are
not of the world. “If you were of the world, the world would love its own; but because
you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you”
(John 15:19).
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Widows and the Anawim
“A poor widow came, and put in two copper coins, which make a penny. And he called
his disciples to him, and said to them, ‘Truly, I say to you, this poor widow has put in
more than all those who are contributing to the treasury. For they all contributed out of
their abundance; but she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, her whole
living’” (Mark 12:42-44).

This woman was a true widow who gave all she had, even though it was only a penny.
She gave herself to God in this act of charity, and this is what Jesus praises here. In this,
she is an example for us all of what we are to do—give ourselves completely to God,
sacrificing all else. Jesus said, “So therefore, whoever of you does not renounce all that
he has cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33). There are various ways of doing this. One
can use his own personal wealth and resources for his ministry and evangelization
projects, or he can give his money directly to the poor or to the Church. What is
important is that we live for God with our whole heart without division. In this, this
widow is our example. She lived in simplicity, not in luxury nor in the pleasures of the
world. She did not divide her heart amid the pleasures of the world but lived only for
God in everything.
St. Paul describes the true widow, saying, “She who is a real widow, and is left all
alone, has set her hope on God and continues in supplications and prayers night and day;
whereas she who is self-indulgent is dead even while she lives” (1 Tim. 5:5-6). A true
widow lives for God. She lives a life of prayer and fasting. She is one of the anawim, the
poor of the Lord who have lost everything and whose only happiness is in God. True
widowhood is a form of evangelical poverty through which one dedicates oneself
completely to God.
St. Luke gives us a beautiful picture of a true widow in his description of Ana,
who saw the child Jesus in the temple. She “lived with her husband seven years … and
as a widow till she was eighty-four. She did not depart from the temple, worshiping with
fasting and prayer night and day” (Luke 2:36-37). She had nothing in this world and
lived only for God. In this, she is an example for us all.
Another exemplary widow was Judith who “set up a tent for herself on the roof of
her house, and girded sackcloth about her loins and wore the garments of her widowhood.
She fasted all the days of her widowhood” (Judith 8:5-6).
A true widow is an unmarried person who lives only for the Lord without division
of heart. About such people, St. Paul writes, “The unmarried man is anxious about the
affairs of the Lord, how to please the Lord; but the married man is anxious about worldly
affairs, how to please his wife, and his interests are divided. And the unmarried woman
or girl is anxious about the affairs of the Lord, how to be holy in body and spirit; but the
married woman is anxious about worldly affairs, how to please her husband” (1 Cor.
7:32-34).
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The Beatitudes and the Anawim
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:3).

In the beatitudes, Jesus blesses the poor, the humble, the meek, those who mourn, and
those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake. He says that theirs is the kingdom of
heaven and that they will find consolation. “They shall inherit the earth” (Matt. 5:5).
Jesus is able to transform and fulfill their lives, making them happy and blessed, forgiven
for their sins, and illuminated. He, and he alone, can make them walk in the light, while
the rest walk in darkness (John 8:12; Phil. 2:15). Here Jesus shows that the things that
the world believes are important have in reality very little importance; and what the world
believes is vile and despicable he shows that it is not so.
For Jesus, what is important is our relationship with God and with one another.
He can bless the poorest and most despised person and give him the kingdom of heaven.
Christ can illuminate him so that he walks in the light and is a blessing on earth for all
who see and know him. It does not matter that he is poor, meek, mourns, and is
persecuted for righteousness’ sake. Christ blesses him if he believes and lives for God
with all his heart.
The anawim, the poor of the Lord, the meek of the earth, the humble, the poor in
spirit live only for God. They do not have any other treasure on earth but God alone
(Matt. 6:19-21). They have abandoned and renounced a worldly life. They have lost and
left all the pleasures of the world and of this life to love God with a pure, detached,
divested, whole, and undivided heart.
There are so many things that we can put in the place of God in our lives. The
poor in spirit have lost and renounced these things. They live a simple and austere life,
recollected in God. They are the blessed poor of the Lord, whose only happiness is
God—they have lost and left all else. They live now only for God in everything. Their
life is simple; their food, basic and ascetical, without adornment. Their way of living
shows that only God is their happiness.
Jesus says that they are blessed, and that the kingdom of heaven is theirs. The
kingdom of heaven is present in them, and they live in it. They had to leave the riches
and pleasures of the world to inherit the kingdom. They are our models. So should we
all live. We should be the poor in spirit, whom Jesus blesses. Even if they are persecuted
for their way of living, they are happy in God and blessed by him. “Blessed are those
who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matt.
5:10).
How many live like this in simplicity and plainness, in evangelical poverty, only
for God, renouncing a worldly lifestyle? These are the ones blessed by God. They are
the salt of the earth (Matt. 5:13) and the light of the world (Matt. 5:14-16).
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Fasting
“And when you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces
that their fasting may be seen by men. Truly, I say to you, they have their reward. But
when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, that your fasting may not be seen by
men but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward
you” (Matt. 6:16-18).

Here we see that Jesus presumes that his disciples will fast, although during his lifetime
they had not yet begun to fast (Matt. 9:14-15). Fasting—together with almsgiving and
prayer—is one of the three basic religious practices of the Christian, as well as of the
Jew. Every age of the Church has its strengths and its deficiencies. One of the
deficiencies of our time since Vatican II is fasting. Our age has forgotten the meaning of
this basic practice of the Christian life and of Christian spirituality.
Here we see that Jesus simply takes for granted that his disciples will fast. His
only concern is to make sure that they do not make their fasting a pretext for vainglory.
Rather they are to fast in secret as a means of purifying their spirits and directing all the
love of their hearts in only one direction—toward God. When they fast, they are not to
look dismal in order to be praised by others for fasting. It is sufficient that God sees
them, and he who sees what they do in secret will reward them.
We should not put our light under a basket but on a stand so that it shine before
others so that they may see our good works and give glory to God (Matt. 5:15-16). Our
way of living—as well as our words and sermons—should edify others and be a part of
our work of evangelization, and preaching the gospel to every creature (Mark 16:15).
But we should not show our private religious practices to others for the sake of being
praised by them. That would be vainglory.
Fasting is one of the private practices of the Christian that helps him in his
personal sanctification. He can, for example, renounce delicacies, seasoning, and meat as
a means of directing all the love of his heart only to God so that God alone be his only
happiness and so that his heart be not divided among the delights of the world. He may
furthermore eat only once a day, at midday, to be light for contemplation early in the
morning. One does not do this out of vainglory or to receive the praises of others but for
the love of God. We do this to love God with all our heart (Mark 12:30). And God who
sees what we do in secret will reward us.
This kind of fasting enables us to serve but one master only, the Lord (Matt. 6:24)
and to have but one treasure only, the Christ (Matt. 6:19-21). It is a concrete way to
ensure that we do not fill our hearts with other things.
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The Lord Is My Inheritance
“Another said, ‘I will follow you, Lord; but let me first say farewell to those at my
home.’ Jesus said to him, ‘No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for
the kingdom of God’” (Luke 9:61-62).

In this verse we see Jesus’ radicalism and the radicalism of his call to discipleship. It is a
call to leave everything to follow him. His call even means leaving one’s family.
We see this same radicalism in other sayings of Jesus as well. He said, “So
therefore, whoever of you does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple” (Luke
14:33). That is, if we want to be his followers, we cannot also follow other things that
divide our interest, attention, and love. We can only follow him. We can only be
followers of one master (Matt. 6:24). Jesus wants all of us, our whole heart, not just a
piece of it or part of it. To be his followers, his disciples, we must even hate everything
else—that is, renounce it and leave it for his sake.
“If any one comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife
and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my
disciple” (Luke 14:26). Hating these persons means renouncing them for God’s sake and
leaving them behind in order to dedicate oneself completely to preaching the gospel unto
the ends of the earth. We have to renounce them and leave them in order to live a
completely new kind of life, which the world neither understands nor accepts—a life
lived only for God in everything. We cannot live such a life in the midst of those who
neither understand nor accept this way of living. We cannot live such a life in our own
family home. It just does not work. We must leave our home and our family to live such
a life. We are even to hate our own life, Jesus says, not taking care of it as do the sons of
this age, but rather sacrificing our life for the love of Christ, living a life of sacrifice, a
crucified life in this world for his sake.
We have to be crucified to the world with Christ, as was St. Paul. “But far be it
from me to glory,” he says, “except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the
world has been crucified to me, and I to the world” (Gal. 6:14). Being crucified to the
world means renouncing and leaving the world and its lifestyle in order to live only for
God, which is a completely new and different kind of life. It is a life of simplicity and
single-hearted devotion to the one thing necessary, a life that is unified and directed to
God, not dissipated in the world. We live crucified to the world and to its way of living
because—being different from the world—we even hate our own life in this world.
Christ said, “He who loves his life loses it, and he who hates his life in this world will
keep it for eternal life” (John 12:25).
So we must live in a way very different from the way the world lives. Therefore
the world will say about us what it said about the righteous man, “He became to us a
reproof of our thoughts; the very sight of him is a burden to us, because his manner of life
is unlike that of others, and his ways are strange” (Wis. 2:14-15). This is what our life
will be like if we want to be followers of Jesus Christ. We have to hate our life in this
world, not love it. We have to crucify it. Only in this way will we save our lives with
God. He who loves his life in this world by living in a worldly way will lose his life.
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Many seek meaning in life, and here Jesus clearly shows us the path to find it, the
only path really, though many try one path after another in the world without finding
what they are looking for, and only end up becoming confused and depressed. The only
meaning in life is a single-hearted devotion to God that is carried out in a thoroughgoing,
consistent and integral way in the actual living out of our live in all its concrete details.
All other attempts to find meaning in life will only end in failure.
Jesus’ call is indeed radical. It gives us the meaning and direction that we long
for, and that so few find. “To another he said, ‘Follow me.’ But he said, ‘Lord, let me
first go and bury my father.’ But he said to him, ‘Leave the dead to bury their own dead;
but as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God’” (Luke 9:59-60). Jesus’ call takes
precedence over every other obligation, even that of burying one’s parents. If Christ calls
us to preach the gospel unto the ends of the earth, we should not stay home to bury our
parents first. We should rather make every sacrifice for him.
The Lord should be our only inheritance. We should say, “Thou art my Lord; I
have no good apart from thee … The Lord is my chosen portion and my cup” (Ps. 16:2,
5). We should be like the Levites whose only portion and inheritance in Israel was the
Lord, and so they had no inheritance among their brethren. “The Levitical priests, that is,
all the tribe of Levi, shall have no portion or inheritance with Israel … They shall have no
inheritance among their brethren; the Lord is their inheritance, as he promised them”
(Deut. 18:1-2). The Lord should be our only inheritance if we are followers of Jesus
Christ. What the Lord said to Aaron, he says to us, “You shall have no inheritance in
their land, neither shall you have any portion among them; I am your portion and your
inheritance among the people of Israel” (Num. 18:20). That the Lord is our only portion
and inheritance, preventing us from having any other inheritance in this life, is the basis
of a whole way of life, the radical way of life that Jesus Christ calls us to.
Nowadays many have forgotten the importance of renunciation in the life of
discipleship. They want to continue on in their former ways without any radical break
from their past and their former way of living, even though they now want to be
followers of Christ. They want to be followers without being disciples. They have
forgotten the cost of discipleship. That is why the consecrated, celibate, priestly, and
religious life is dying today.
But it cannot, of course, really die. It is only a cycle we are going through. Soon
enough a new generation will come of age and find our experiments with secularization
wanting and unsatisfactory and will seek out new and radical ways of living in this world,
committing themselves single-heartedly to the Lord and his service.
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False Prophets and the Death
Of Religious Groups
“Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are
ravenous wolves. You will know them by their fruits” (Matt. 7:15-16).

False prophets have always been a problem, as much today as in the Old and New
Testaments. St. John gives us good advice about this, saying, “Beloved, do not believe
every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are of God; for many false prophets
have gone out into the world” (1 John 4:1). We cannot trust ourselves to just following
the majority, even within the Church, for we may be following false prophets. This then
would be nothing other than following the crowd, cowardly conformism, and taking the
broad and comfortable way of the many that leads to destruction (Matt. 7:13).
We have an example of false conformism in the second book of Kings. Hilkiah
the high priest discovered the book of the law in the temple and gave it to King Josiah,
who read it and rent his clothes in shock (2 Kings 12:11), for he realized that the people
were not following the law. He then initiated his great reform, rooting idolatry out of the
land.
The people had been following false prophets, just going along with what
everybody else was doing, until they finally woke up and realized that they were on the
wrong road. Then, under the guidance of a good king, they reformed their ways.
Although we no longer worship idols of wood and stone, that does not mean that
we are free from idolatry, which is putting things that are not God in the place of God in
our lives. Since Vatican II, I believe we can characterize our age as one of relaxation and
secularization. You can even see it in the way most people now dress nowadays—priests
and religious as well as laity. But this is only the tip of the iceberg—the part most easily
seen—indicating a whole new way of life. Even the faith of many has been affected by
this new spirit. Are we then surprised that our Societies of Apostolic Life are dying
today? Is this not the punishment of God for our disregard of his will, for just following
the crowd, for cowardly conformism, for following false prophets, for taking the broad
and comfortable path of the majority that leads to destruction (Matt. 7:13)?
This is what the prophetess Huldah told King Josiah today—that all the
punishments of God spoken of in the book of the law would come upon the people for
disobeying God’s will. So just doing as everyone else is doing can be a very false idea of
community. It can be community in evil or community in mediocrity. Such a view of
community is insufficient when the majority are following false prophets. Something
more than just following the crowd is required of us. Discernment is required. We must
discern whether what the people around us are doing is good or not, and not just blindly
follow along. We need the courage to be different when necessary, and not just go along
with the crowd down the wrong road, imitating the secularized culture around us.
Something more is required of us than this kind of cowardly conformism. St. John says.
“Test the spirits to see whether they are of God; for many false prophets have gone out
into the world” (1 John 4:1).
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Not all that is new is good; and not all community is good community.
Uniformity in following false prophets is community, but not good community. It lacks
discernment and the courage to do what is right against social pressure.
We need a reform like King Josiah’s against our spirit of relaxation and
secularization. Otherwise, our Societies of Apostolic life will continue to experience
God’s punishment, until we wake up and change.

66

Your Prophets Have Deceived You
“Your prophets have seen for you false and deceptive visions; they have not exposed
your iniquity to restore your fortunes, but have seen for you oracles false and misleading”
(Lam. 2:14).

Jerusalem has fallen to the Babylonians, and here we hear lamentations about its fall.
Indeed Israel was deceived by its false prophets, who only predicted good news and false
visions of a happy future. They did not tell them the truth so that they could discover
their error and repent before this disaster came upon them. “They have not exposed your
iniquity to restore your fortunes, but have seen for you oracles false and misleading”
(Lam. 2:14).
They could have avoided this disaster if they had listened to their true prophets,
but they paid them no attention. Jeremiah has this to say about these false prophets:
“Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel: Do not let your prophets and your
diviners who are among you deceive you, and do not listen to the dreams which they
dream, for it is a lie which they are prophesying to you in my name; I did not send them,
says the Lord” (Jer. 29:8-9). They preached to them “false and deceptive visions” (Lam.
2:14).
Since Israel did not listen to Jeremiah’s advice, God himself became like an
enemy to her and destroyed her. “The Lord has become like an enemy, he has destroyed
Israel; he has destroyed all its palaces, laid in ruins its strongholds; and he has multiplied
in the daughter of Judah mourning and lamentation” (Lam. 2:5). In his wrath, the Lord
punished his people at the hands of the Babylonians. “The Lord has destroyed without
mercy all the habitations of Jacob; in his wrath he has broken down the strongholds of the
daughter of Judah; he has brought down to the ground in dishonor the kingdom and its
rulers” (Lam. 2:2).
Nowadays the false prophets in our midst tell us that God does not punish. They
say that he is only like a mother who never punishes her son no matter what he does.
God, they say, is only merciful, never just. Therefore there is no need to fear or repent.
They even deny that the death of Christ substituted for us to absorb the divine wrath
against our sins if we believe in him, for God, they say, has no wrath—he is only love
and mercy.
It is this kind of false teaching that is destroying us today. This kind of false
prophet does not point out our sins so that we can repent and take refuge in Christ, so that
he may absorb for us the wrath of God against our sins and errors.
The message of Lamentations is directed to us as communities—Societies of
Apostolic Life, for example—as well as individuals. To avoid a disaster like the fall of
Jerusalem, we have to discover our sin as a group, repent, and change our common way
of life. If we continue to imitate the world around us, we will die as a group. But if we
repent of this secularization and take refuge in Christ, we will be saved. Christ will
absorb the divine wrath against us, and we will avoid a great disaster.
How easy it is to be deceived by the false secularizing prophets of our age, telling
us that God has no wrath, that he never punishes, that he is only love, and that the world
is what we must imitate. This is the road that we have by and large been on for the past
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forty some years. But there is still time to wake up and repent, to change our ways and
devote ourselves once again to the Lord in a single-minded way, rejecting the false values
of the culture around us, and instead giving it the witness of true dedication to God that it
so badly needs. Yes, there is still time, but will we wake up and change, or just continue
on or present disastrous course?
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A Nuptial Relationship with Christ
“And in that day, says the Lord, you will call me, ‘My husband,’ and no longer will you
call me, ‘My Baal.’” (Hosea 2:16).

God has a nuptial relationship with Israel and wants her to remain faithful to her only
spouse, Yahweh, her Lord. But she chased after her many other lovers and forgot the
Lord. She divided her heart among the Baals and foreign gods. The Lord therefore
punished her so that she would leave these other gods and return to him and only to him
with all her heart.
Hosea prophesies that in the future Israel will be renewed and will serve the Lord
alone. God will betroth her to himself anew. He says, “Behold, I will allure her, and
bring her into the wilderness, and speak tenderly to her … And I will betroth you to me
for ever; I will betroth you to me in righteousness and in justice, in steadfast love, and in
mercy. I will betroth you to me in faithfulness; and you shall know the Lord” (Hosea
2:14, 19-20). “In that day, says the Lord, you will call me, ‘My husband,’ and no longer
will you call me, ‘My Baal.’” (Hosea 2:16).
All of this is fulfilled in Jesus Christ, our spouse. We have an exclusive nuptial
relationship with him that excludes all other gods and idols so that we might love him
alone with an undivided heart. St. Paul says, “I feel a divine jealousy for you, for I
betrothed you to Christ to present you as a pure bride to her one husband” (2 Cor. 11:2).
“He who as the bride is the bridegroom,” said John the Baptist about Jesus and the
Church (John 3:29). Christ is our only spouse. We are the Church, his bride. Jesus
called himself the bridegroom of his Church when he said, “Can the wedding guests fast
while the bridegroom is with them?” (Mark 2:19). St. Paul said, “The husband is the
head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church” (Eph. 5:23). In the Apocalypse, we
see the consummation of the wedding of the Lamb with his bride, the church (Rev. 19:7).
We must therefore live faithfully in an exclusive nuptial relationship with our
only spouse Jesus Christ. Renunciation is essential to this. To remain faithful, we must
renounce all that would divide our hearts. He alone is to be our Lord and spouse. We
can serve but one master only (Matt. 6:24). We must therefore renounce everything else
(Luke 14:33). We have to choose this straight and narrow way of life (Matt. 7:13-14).
We must renounce and sell all that we have to obtain the buried treasure and the pearl of
great price (Matt. 13:44-46), which is a faithful, exclusive nuptial relationship with
Christ. This means that we are to be crucified to the world (Gal. 6:14) and to its
pleasures which divide our heart. We are rather to love Christ with all our heart (Mark
12:30). We are to live in simplicity, detachment, renunciation, divestment, and
evangelical poverty. All are called to this. The highest way to live this is in the celibate,
monastic, religious, and priestly life, renouncing even a human spouse and physically
leaving the world to serve but one master only with all our heart.
Many seek far and wide for an ideal which will fill and fulfill them, bypassing this
one, or if they take it they live it is such a mediocre way that it is not really a satisfactory
answer to their quest for a rich and meaningful life. How easily we stumble over the
truth right under our nose, looking far and wide for something that will satisfy our empty
hearts and fill our lives. Many therefore just go the way of the world in all of this, filling
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themselves with the material pleasures they can find around them, and of course they
remain unsatisfied and emptier than ever. Jesus presents the truth to us, an exclusive
nuptial relationship with the Lord in which we live for him with all our heart and time,
excluding all else. But how few pick this difficult-looking path in search of something
more attractive, only to end up disappointed. The truth is there for all to see, but will we
choose it? Choose it that you may have life.
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The Great Commandment and the Monastic Life
“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with
all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself” (Luke 10:27).

This is the first and greatest commandment of Jesus. The parable of the good Samaritan
illustrates who our neighbor is and how we should love him. Our neighbor is anyone
who needs our help. He is not just someone of our own religion or race or someone who
lives nearby. In other words, to love our neighbor means to love everyone and try to help
everyone, including our enemies.
But the first commandment to love God with all our being, mind, strength, soul,
and heart is the foundation of everything. This commandment defines the Christian. It is
in effect the renunciation of ourselves. Instead of living for ourselves, we are to live
completely for God. This does not mean that we are to harm ourselves, but yes, it does
mean that we are not to live for our own selfish pleasures. We should live for God, not
for ourselves. In regard to ourselves, we should sacrifice ourselves for the love of God.
We should pour our life out in a sacrifice of love to God, making him our happiness and
joy and avoiding other empty pursuits that do not fulfill or satisfy us but only distract and
exhaust us, leaving our spirit empty and confused. This is where renunciation comes in.
We are to renounce everything else.
So have monks lived in every age. They live within a monastic enclosure, behind
walls, far from the world and its pleasures. They eat simply, without meat, and wear
habits, renouncing secular dress as an expression of their renunciation of a secular
lifestyle, which is an endless quest after pleasure. The monk renounces a secular lifestyle
to live only for God in every aspect of his life. It is good to reflect on monasticism on
this the feast of St. Benedict, the father of Western monasticism.
But how can we live for God alone like this in all things, leaving everything else,
which is the monastic ideal? We do it through renunciation of ourselves and of
everything else for the love of God. Jesus taught us this, saying, “If any man would come
after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me” (Mark 8:34). One
denies himself in order to love God and God alone with all his heart. He does not want to
place a creature in the place of God in his heart. He wants to find his happiness only in
God and in the things of God, not in the delights of the table and of this world. He will
thus have an undivided heart in his love for God, and thus will love God with all his
heart, with all his soul, with all his mind, and with all his strength. This is the first and
most important commandment of Jesus.
The cross of Jesus is our model for how we should live in this world—not as
lovers of the world, but as lovers of God. We are to sacrifice ourselves on the cross as
Christ did. This is the only way to be happy. Only by losing our lives in this world can
we be happy, for this is how God created us to live. By losing our life in this world, we
find it. This is what Jesus taught us, saying, “Whoever would save his life will lose it;
and whoever loses his life for my sake and the gospel’s will save it” (Mark 8:35). Living
this way means even hating our life in this world, hating worldly delights, diversions, and
unnecessary added-on pleasures, for they divide, dissipate, and destroy our life as far as
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God is concerned. Jesus even taught us this too, saying, “He who loves his life loses it,
and he who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life” (John 12:25).
Truly he who loves his life in this world, living in a worldly way, loses his life as
far as God is concerned. But he who practices renunciation, denying himself, modeling
his life in this world according to the pattern of the cross, shall save his life in regard to
God. He will save his life because he lives only for God with all the love of his heart,
without any division among the delights of this world. This is the life of the cross. It is a
life crucified to the world, a life of renunciation.
So lived St. Paul, crucified to the world, dead to the world and its diversions. He
said, “Far be it from me to glory except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which
the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world” (Gal. 6:14). St. Paul lived the
mystery of the cross. He modeled his life according to the pattern of the cross. His was a
life sacrificed to God in love, dead to the world, crucified to the world, and the world to
him. He lost and hated his life in this world out of love for God. He lived only for God
in everything. His life is a good model for us.
We will be able to live like this by renouncing the pleasures of the world, which is
the ideal of monasticism. But we will also live like this by dedicating ourselves to the
service of our neighbor for the love of God. We can, for example, pour out our life in a
sacrifice of love for our neighbor by dedicating ourselves to preaching the gospel to him.
This is a way of losing our life in this world. Our motive is the love of God—we do it
out of love for God. We want to love him with all our heart and we do it by loving and
serving our neighbor in this way.
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They Followed Their Own Counsels
“And the sword shall abide on his cities, and shall consume his branches, and devour
them, because of their own counsels” (Hosea 11:6 KJV).

God is for Israel like a father full of compassion and love, but the more God called them,
the more they went away from him (Hosea 11:2). Yet even though he loved them, they
would nonetheless be punished by Assyria (Hosea 11:5) “because of their own counsels”
(Hosea 11:6 KJV). Their own counsels caused their destruction, not God’s counsels,
which they refused to follow. If they had followed God’s counsels, they would have
been blessed.
This is our problem too. How often do we follow our own counsels rather than
those of God? When we do this, we follow the so-called wisdom of the world rather than
the will of God. And for doing so, we are punished by God. The sword consumes us
because of our own counsels.
And what are our own counsels? How do they differ from God’s counsels?
God’s counsels are about true love, above all they are about a perfect love of him
together with a self-sacrificing love of our neighbor for his sake. Our own counsels, on
the other hand, are about our own whims and fancies. They lead us down the path of
self-indulgence. Our own counsels have nothing to do either with God or with a
sacrificial love of our neighbor. A person who follows his own counsels in someone
dedicated to himself, to building his own world and filling himself with the good things
of life. He is someone who loves (John 12:25) and tries to save his life in this world
(Mark 8:35), and who will therefore lose it as far as God is concerned.
God’s counsels, on the other hand, direct us to hate (John 12:25) and lose (Mark
8:35) our life in this world, and to live instead a life of renunciation and sacrifice for the
love of God (Matt. 13:44-46; 19:29; 6:24).
The Lord said, “My people did not listen to my voice; Israel would have none of
me. So I gave them over to their stubborn hearts, to follow their own counsels. O that
my people would listen to me, that Israel would walk in my ways! I would soon subdue
their enemies, and turn my hand against their foes” (Ps. 81:11-14). He also said, “O that
you had hearkened to my commandments! Then your peace would have been like a
river, and your righteousness like the waves of the sea; your offspring would have been
like the sand, and your descendants like its grains; their name would never be cut off or
destroyed from before me” (Isa. 48:18-19).
Imagine what our lives would look like now if we had learned this lesson earlier.
How richly we would have been blessed by now. It is not too late to change and be
converted. There is still time to renounce or own counsels and follow those of God.
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Hope after Destruction
“I will be as the dew unto Israel: he shall grow as the lily, and cast forth his roots as
Lebanon” (Hosea 14:5 KJV).

Today we once again see the mercy of God toward his people after he has warned,
threatened, and punished them for their infidelity. We see that there is still hope. After
destroying them for their sins, God promises them salvation if they repent and return to
him. The prophet tells the people, “Return, O Israel, to the Lord your God, for you have
stumbled because of your iniquity. Take with you words and return to the Lord; say to
him, Take away all iniquity’” (Hosea 14:1-2).
We also have been punished for our infidelity. Our Societies of Apostolic Life,
for example, are a mere shadow of what they once were. Like Israel, we have imitated
the world and its lifestyle instead of being witnesses of a life of faith for the world around
us to imitate. We have imitated them instead of them imitating us. Christ has sent us out
as his witnesses, and what have we done? Therefore God has punished us, and we are
dying.
But there is still hope if we recognize our errors and repent and change before we
are completely destroyed. “Take with you words,” says the prophet, “and return to the
Lord; say to him, ‘Take away all iniquity’” (Hosea 14:2). We must change our lifestyle
and stop imitating the world, and we must preach the authentic message of salvation in
Jesus Christ—and believe it ourselves. Then Christ’s sacrifice on the cross will heal us.
His suffering will be counted as our suffering, freeing us from this suffering and
punishment for our sins. Then God will absolve us by the merits of his Son’s death on
the cross, and we shall be freed from God’s present wrath and punishment to enjoy the
liberty of the children of God (Rom. 8:21).
Then will this glorious prophecy be fulfilled in us, the new Israel. In Christ, God
will be as the dew for us, and we will blossom like the lily. We will strike root like the
cedars of Lebanon. We will spread out our branches, and our beauty shall be like the
olive tree; our scent, like the cedars and cypresses of Lebanon. We shall grow like the
vine, and our fragrance shall be like the wine of Lebanon (Hosea 14:5-7).
On that day, “Ephraim shall say, What have I to do any more with idols?” (Hosea
14:8 KJV). She will see the great difference in her life once she has repented, changed
her way of living, and believed in the Lord. If we similarly repent and change, we too
will note a great difference, and we will ask ourselves, “What have I to do any more with
idols?” Our idols are the fashions and ways of the world that we are imitating in our
ignorance. With our idols, we have been unfaithful like Israel, who “mingled with the
nations and learned to do as they did. They served their idols, which became a snare to
them” (Ps. 106:35-36).
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A Verse that Has Made Many Saints
“He who finds his life will lose it, and he who loses his life for my sake will find it”
(Matt. 10:39).

This is a verse that has made many saints. It expresses the essence of the radical call of
Christ, who wants all our love and that we love him with all our heart, all our soul, all our
mind, and all our strength (Mark 12:30). It is the call to follow him alone and to leave all
else for his sake. Thus will we have an undivided heart in our love for him. This radical
call of Jesus includes even the renunciation of family. “He who loves father or mother
more than me is not worthy of me” (Matt. 10:37). In fact, whoever leaves his family for
love of him will received a hundredfold reward (Matt. 19:29). “And he said to them,
‘Truly, I say to you, there is no man who has left house or wife or brothers or parents or
children, for the sake of the kingdom of God, who will not receive manifold more in this
time, and in the age to come eternal life’” (Luke 18:29-30). This is why his call will “set
a man against his father, and a daughter against her mother” (Matt. 10:35).
Jesus calls us to leave the dead to bury their own dead” (Luke 9:60). Such was
Jesus’ response to the man who wanted to bury his father before following him. And to
him who only wanted to say goodbye to his family before following him, Jesus said, “No
one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God” (Luke
9:62). These last two sayings show just how clear a break from the world Jesus calls us
to. This is his call to a life of perfection. It is the call to renounce the world and its
unnecessary, added-on pleasures to live for Jesus Christ. “If any one comes to me and
does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters,
yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:26). This is the sword
that Jesus came to bring to the earth (Matt. 10:34), a sword that will bring us peace, but
not the peace of this world (John 14:27). Peace rather is found in losing all of this world
for God and in living in him and for him in all we do, in all our time and activities. Only
he who hates his life in this world by leaving all—all the extras, all the unnecessary,
added-on pleasures—will save his life for God. So did Jesus teach us, saying, “He who
loves his life loses it, and he who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life”
(John 12:25).
The Church has always believed and taught that the monastic, celibate, religious,
and priestly life is the best and most radical way to follow Jesus’ call to perfection (Matt.
19:21; 1 Cor. 7:32-34; Luke 14:33; Matt. 19:21; 13:44-46). This is the life that leaves all
to obtain all. This is the call to perfection that Jesus extended to the rich young man
(Matt. 19:21). One who lives like this for the love of Christ will find his life in God and
will have a transforming, life-changing message to preach. Jesus saves us by his death,
and we perfect ourselves in his love by living in this way.
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The Contemplative Life
“Martha, Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many things; one thing is needful.
Mary has chosen the good portion, which shall not be taken away from her”
(Luke 10:41-42).

This scene has traditionally been interpreted in reference to the contemplative life, as
distinct from the active life. Jesus’ rebuke of Martha does not mean that contemplatives
renounce work—they are hard workers—but it does mean that the contemplative life is a
tranquil, peaceful, quiet life. To succeed in living a peaceful and tranquil life, the
contemplative leaves the world with its normal social obligations. He no longer visits his
family or friends in their homes. He no longer travels. He rather lives always within his
monastic enclosure in stability. He no longer speaks much but spends a great deal of
time in silence, working quietly, recollected in prayer and meditation. The contemplative
simplifies his life. He dresses religiously, renouncing secular dress, as a symbol of his
renunciation of a secular lifestyle. A secular lifestyle is a worldly life, a quest for
pleasure, which is a constant distraction of the heart, dividing and dissipating it, pulling it
in many different directions at the same time.
The contemplative wants to live only for God, and therefore he renounces most
ordinary pleasures. He wants to reduce the stimuli coming at him from the world. He
therefore lives much of his time in solitude and silence. In his prayer as well, he greatly
appreciates and holds in the highest esteem silent prayer without words or ideas. This is
the prayer in which he sits silently with God in love. He is relaxed and rests comfortably
in God’s presence. He finds refreshment in this.
Prayer which uses words is also of great importance for the contemplative, for it
continually forms his spirit and orients his mind and heart toward God. Therefore he
sings or recites the divine office with great care, repeating and ever meditating anew on
its psalms, antiphons, scriptural citations, and hymns throughout the day, and always at
the same hours. Thus he regulates and punctuates his day; and this rhythm—always the
same—creates an atmosphere of peace, harmony, and recollection within which he lives.
It gives clear markers to his day, which orient his spirit within a familiar schedule.
He eats simply, renouncing meat and delicacies so as not to divide his heart with
food, which is one of the greatest sources human of pleasure. He sacrifices this pleasure
for the sake of God, trying to make God his only happiness. The life of a contemplative
is centered in God and in Jesus Christ, not in himself. He tries to lose his life in this
world to find it in God (Mark 8:35).
Simple things can help him in the beginning—such as the beauty of nature—but
even this he has to renounce, at least in the sense of going on vacations to national parks
and places of special beauty. He always remains within his monastic enclosure and
contents himself with what it has to offer, sacrificing all the rest. This is because a
contemplative is always trying to reduce the stimuli that come to him from the exterior
world, so that his own world can become ever more tranquil, allowing his mind, heart,
and spirit to come to rest. Even his prayer has to be reduced to silence in its deepest
moments, finally even leaving off singing or reciting psalms (once he has finished the
office). And so he arrives at his end, the purpose of his life and vocation—the passive
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contemplation of God. Now at last his mind, as well as his voice, falls silent, as he sits in
peace and love with God. At such times, God often refreshes him with his light and love.
These experiences of contemplation kill within him the desire to seek pleasure in
the world outside of God, for now he knows God and knows that the happiness of spirit
that he now finds in God far surpasses any other happiness that he could find in the
world. Moreover he knows that the quest for pleasure in the world outside of God only
reduces the refined, sublime happiness and peace he finds in God. Therefore he regards
worldly pleasure as the enemy of his soul. Things and activities that formerly helped him
to know the goodness of God now no longer help him but are rather a distraction,
dividing and dissipating the love of his heart and reducing the happiness and peace that
he now finds in God.
Hence to the degree that a contemplative is growing spiritually, he makes an ever
more complete break with the world in order to live a more silent and solitary life,
spending his time in quiet work and setting aside time for silent prayer in which his spirit
rests with God.
This type of life is most useful to the world, elevating, as it does, the general
spiritual condition of all, giving good example, showing the way to the lost, and
providing oases of spiritual refreshment in the desert of this life.
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The Spoiled Waistcloth
“Take the waistcloth which you have bought, which is upon your loins, and arise, go to
the Euphrates, and hide it there in a cleft of the rock” (Jer. 13:4).

Jeremiah did this, and after many days the Lord told him, “Arise, go to the Euphrates, and
take from there the waistcloth which I commanded you to hide there” (Jer. 13:6). When
he did so, he saw that the waistcloth was spoiled (Jer. 13:7).
The waistcloth is a symbol of Israel who instead of clinging to the Lord as a
waistcloth clings to the loins, went far from him, worshiping other gods, stubbornly
following her own heart (Jer. 13:10). Therefore Israel “shall be like this waistcloth,
which is good for nothing” (Jer. 13:10).
This event is a warning for every age. How often are we tempted to do something
contrary to the will of God? We are even tempted to think things that he does not want
us to think. And when we transgress his will, he wounds us in our consciences to warn us
for the future not to do this again. If we continue to disobey him, we will end up like this
spoiled waistcloth.
This is how God treats us, teaching and disciplining us (Heb. 12:5-11). Normally
if we are progressing and growing spiritually, we learn by means of this divine discipline,
and our sins or imperfections become smaller and smaller. Yet God continues
disciplining us (Heb. 12:5-11), wounding us in our consciences even for very small
imperfections so that we will continue to sanctify ourselves and to walk exactly as he
wishes. Thus we will not rot like this waistcloth.
But those who pay no attention to the Lord’s discipline and go after other gods,
losing themselves in the pleasures of the world, living according to their own whims and
will, against God’s will—such people will end up like this spoiled waistcloth, “which is
good for nothing” (Jer. 13:10).
The call to perfection (Matt. 19:21) is the highest call, for in leaving all things of
this world, we can live for God alone. Those who follow this call cease living for the
delights of this world, and live lives of renunciation and self-sacrifice, denying
themselves for the love of God in order to be able to love him with all their heart. They
no longer go after other gods but rather live a sacrificial life. They will not end up rotten
but precious in God’s eyes. They lose and hate their lives in this world for the sake of
Christ (Mark 8:35; John 12:25), living in simplicity and austerity, detached from all
things. They respect and value silence and contemplation, guarding their hearts from the
noise of the world and from its worldly messages. They have given up following after
the noise of this world and try always to follow their conscience and do the will of God.
This is how God’s discipline works with us if he is calling us to a contemplative
life, a life of radical perfection. Yet all Christians are called to something of this. It is
not as though some were called to perfection, while everyone else is called to a life of
worldliness and fun and games. The basic principles apply to all, albeit in different ways,
as God makes clear to each individual in his conscience. Our task is to tune in to God
and listen carefully, then obey fully.
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The Thorns that Choke Us
“As for what was sown among thorns, this is he who hears the word, but the cares of the
world and the delight in riches choke the word, and it proves unfruitful” (Matt. 13:22).

This is Jesus’ message for us today. St. Luke’s version is, I believe, even more striking.
It reads, “As for what fell among the thorns, they are those who hear, but as they go on
their way they are choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life, and their fruit
does not mature” (Luke 8:14).
Jesus says that when they hear the word of God, those who live among thorns are
choked and do not bear fruit. The thorns, he says, are the worries, cares, riches, and
“pleasures of life” (Luke 8:14).
An example of this is the monastic life compared to a secular lifestyle. The monk
flees the world in order to avoid these thorns so that he may grow and yield much fruit
for the Lord. He wants to guard his soul in God. How different is a secular lifestyle from
the monastic way of life! The monk rises before three in the morning for the divine
office, lectio divina, contemplative prayer, and the celebration of mass—all in silence.
Carthusians eat for the first time at noon—they never eat breakfast or drink coffee.
Cistercians, if they wish, may eat something very simple in the morning, but in total
silence. Thus do monks spend these most important hours of the morning for prayer,
meditation, spiritual reading, and contemplation.
How different is a secular lifestyle in which one gets up whenever one pleases,
perhaps at six in the morning. Then many turn on the television to hear and see the latest
news and take in all the worldly advertisements and messages that go with it, something
that distracts, dissipates, and darkens the spirit at this most sacred time of the day, when
they should be devoting themselves to God in prayer and contemplation. There is very
little time for prayer. Then comes breakfast, often of fried foods and sugar, during which
they converse, still further distracting their spirits. This lifestyle seems to specialize in
thorns.
It is sad that this has more and more become the lifestyle even of many priests and
religious since Vatican II with our new exaggerated love of the world which we are so
eagerly and uncritically imitating to our own destruction and that of our way of life.
Discernment is needed, not uncritical imitation.
One does not have to live in a monastery to live a contemplative life. Priests and
religious can readily live this kind of life—they are celibate and live alone and can
arrange their own life if they know the basic principles of spirituality. Thus they can
avoid many of these thorns and yield much fruit for the Lord. They can observe silence
early in the morning. They can rise early to have sufficient time for silent prayer, the
divine office, and the mass. They can avoid a greasy, sugary, and noisy breakfast and can
refuse to turn on the television and radio during these most sacred hours of the day. Thus
the priestly and religious life, if properly lived, can avoid many of the thorns that would
otherwise choke them. Their life will thus be in accord with the basic principles of
spirituality, and in this it will resemble monastic life. This will also give them more
credibility as religious leaders and a more effective ministry.
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Every Christian can learn something by comparing his life to monastic life, and he
can try to move himself more in that direction in order to avoid thorns of life.
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The Call to Perfection,
Which We Have Forgotten
“One of the multitude said to him, ‘Teacher, bid my brother divide the inheritance with
me.’ But he said to him, ‘Man, who made me a judge or divider over you?’”
(Luke 12:13-14).

Jesus did not want to have anything to do with inheritances and how they ought to be
divided. All of that was outside of his interest and seemed to him like avarice. St. Paul
tells us that we should put to death “covetousness, which is idolatry” (Col. 3:5). And
Qohelet says that all this is vanity. “Vanity of vanities! All is vanity” (Eccles. 1:2).
Indeed all our work under the sun to pile up riches and pleasures is nothing but vanity.
The Hebrew word for vanity (habel) means breath, vapor, transitory, unsubstantial,
passing. It is not something that we should build our lives on.
St. Paul says, “If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are
above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things that are
above, not on things that are on earth” (Col. 3:1-2). The goal of our life is not to pile up
riches and pleasures but to live for God with all our heart (Mark 12:30). Only in this way
can a person be happy and enlightened. Only by renouncing the world and its pleasures
to live for God can a person completely realize himself. This is the call to perfection,
which Jesus addressed to the rich young man, saying, “If you would be perfect, go, sell
what you possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come,
follow me” (Matt. 19:21).
The world today has all but forgotten this. The lives of so many are filled with
luxuries and pleasures, movies on television, cinemas, banquets, daily and even twice
daily sumptuous desserts, pleasure trips, tours, and cruises. How many take part in all of
this, consider it normal and natural, that such is life, and that this is the way to be happy?
But Qohelet speaks the truth about all this when he says, “Vanity of vanities! All is
vanity” (Eccles. 1:2). All of this simply gets in our way and prevents us from obtaining
what God wants us to obtain in life, purity of heart and union with him in love.
Rather, we should have our treasure in heaven, not on the earth. “Do not lay up
for yourselves treasures on earth … but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven … For
where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” (Matt. 6:19-21). Indolent, selfindulgent modern life is not the life of perfection, is not the way of life. The way of life
is hard and narrow, not wide and easy. The wide and easy way is the path to destruction
(Matt. 7:13-14).
But nowadays not only is the world like this, lost in its own worldliness, but the
Church too, in many of its branches, has fallen into the same pit. Today, for example, in
our Societies of Apostolic Life there is a television in practically every room. Instead of
silence in the early morning for prayer, contemplation, the divine office, lectio divina,
and the celebration of mass, many turn on the television during these most sacred hours
of the day and receive whatever comes in: worldly images and messages, a whole
philosophy of life—the so-called modern life, la dolce vita. This only divides the heart
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and fills it with “covetousness, which is idolatry” (Col. 3:5). It fills the heart with vanity,
with what is unsubstantial, passing, and transitory. It makes us forget that we have risen
with Christ and should seek the things that are above, where Christ is, and should set our
minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth (Col. 3:1-2).
Silence is another example. Fifty years ago, silence was observed in religious
houses, in seminaries, and in the houses of Societies of Apostolic Life. Early morning
was a time of great silence (Magnum Silencium) for the divine office, meditation, and the
mass. How different these same houses are today where one hears loud and boisterous
greetings at all hours and in all places. Formerly silence was kept above the ground floor.
All this has been forgotten, abandoned. We are imitating the world around us in all this.
The result is that vocations have all but dried up. Is this not the punishment of
God? As God punished Israel for her sins, so is he punishing us now. But unlike Israel,
instead of repenting and changing, we continue along on the same path, like blind men.
We continue with our luxuries, movies, sumptuous daily meals and desserts, noisy
greetings at all hours, and in general with a life filled with entertainments. We even look
like the world nowadays, dressing like secular people, having abandoned religious dress
that greatly helped us in the past to remember who we were and what our vocation was.
Fortunately not all have gone this way, but most have. It seems like one just copies the
other without discerning whether what he is copying is good or bad.
What should we do then? We should put off the old man and put on the new, as
St. Paul says (Col. 3:9-10). We should cease piling up treasures on earth, and be rich
with God (Luke 12:21). We should set our minds on things that are above, not on things
that are on earth (Col. 3:1-2). We should choose the hard and narrow way of life, not the
wide and easy way that leads to destruction (Matt. 7:13-14). If we do this, perhaps God
will have mercy on us and stop punishing us.
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The Warning of the Prophets
“Thus says the Lord: Stand in the court of the Lord’s house, and speak to all the cities of
Judah which come to worship in the house of the Lord all the words that I command you
to speak to them; do not hold back a word” (Jer. 26:2).

God did not want to punish his people. He did not want to destroy the temple and the city
of Jerusalem. He did not want to exile his people to Babylon. Therefore he sent them
prophets to warn them of the danger that they were in and to remind them of his law so
that they might hear, remember, and repent of their evil ways and idolatry while there
was still time, before it was too late. Then he could bless them instead of punishing
them. But the people did not heed the warnings of their prophets and continued on in
their evil ways, worshiping other gods.
The people believed that the city and temple were indestructible, for in the time of
Isaiah, in the previous century, the Assyrian army was miraculously destroyed when it
tried to conquer Jerusalem (2 Kings 19:35). Since then, there arose a popular belief that
God would always protect his city and temple. Therefore the people did not heed the
warnings of their prophets, whom God sent them, thinking that they were in no danger,
and so they continued on in their idolatrous ways.
Today as well God sends ministers of the word to his people to warn them of their
danger, for he does not want to punish us either. If we hear their voice and repent, we
will be saved and blessed; but if we do not heed our prophets, we will see the same
punishment the Jews saw in the days of Jeremiah. They saw the destruction of their
temple and of their city, and were exiled to Babylon.
We have already seen the signs—and more than just signs; we have seen the
beginning of God’s punishment for our infidelity. We have seen priestly and religious
vocations all but dry up in Western Europe and North America, the places where the
Church has become the most secularized. It is only a matter of time before this alone will
destroy our religious orders and Societies of Apostolic Life. We are now, therefore, in
the middle of God’s punishment. Let us not make the same mistake as the Jews, thinking
that our institutions are indestructible, that God will inevitably protect them.
Yet God still sends us his prophets and ministers of the word to warn us so that he
can stop punishing us. If we heed their warnings and read the signs of the times that are
all around us and if we wake up and repent, surely God will repent and stop punishing us.
The people became very angry with Jeremiah for this sermon and wanted to kill
him, but the princes defended him against the priests and the prophets (Jer. 26:16-17), for
they realized that he was speaking the truth to them and had prophesied correctly in the
name of the Lord. But the people did not repent, and so both Jerusalem and the temple
were destroyed, and the people exiled to Babylon.
What will we do? What will happen to us? That is for us to decide. All
indications are that we have already decided to go the way of Jerusalem and close our
ears to our prophets. Yet it is still not too late to repent and change our mistaken ways.
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The Role of the Prophet
“Then the priests and the prophets said to the princes and to all the people, ‘This man
deserves the sentence of death, because he has prophesied against this city, as you have
heard with your own ears’” (Jer. 26:11).

Today we see the results of Jeremiah’s sermon in the temple, where he said that if the
people do not hear and heed God’s law, God will destroy the temple, as Shiloh was
destroyed (Jer. 26:6). Shiloh was a ruin where the ark of the covenant formerly dwelt.
When Jeremiah finished speaking, the priests and prophets wanted to put him to death.
Jeremiah defended himself, saying, “Now therefore amend your ways and your doings,
and obey the voice of the Lord your God, and the Lord will repent of the evil which he
has pronounced against you” (Jer. 26:13).
What the people should do is repent of their evil conduct and change their way of
living. Then God would not carry out the evil he had threatened to do to them. They
should not kill their prophet who spoke to them in the name of the Lord, for “if you put
me to death,” he said, “you will bring innocent blood upon yourselves and upon this city
and its inhabitants, for in truth the Lord sent me to you to speak all these words in your
ears” (Jer. 26:15). In the end, the princes defended Jeremiah against the priests and the
prophets, saying, “This man does not deserve the sentence of death, for he has spoken to
us in the name of the Lord our God” (Jer. 26:16).
We need prophets to wake us up and make us aware of our errors so that we can
correct them before it is too late, and thus avoid becoming a ruin, punished by God. This
is why God continues to send ministers of the word to his people in every age. Without
them, we would be blind, like a frog in a pan of water slowly heating up on a stove. The
water heats up so gradually that the frog does not feel that he is in any danger, and so
does not jump out and save himself. He freely remains in the pan until he dies from the
heat. May we not be like frogs, failing to jump out to save ourselves, refusing to repent
and change our lives, because God’s punishment has come upon us so gradually over a
period of many years that we do not realize the danger that we are in and are lulled into a
false sense of security.
This is where the prophet comes in. He warns us of the danger that we are in so
that we can jump out of the pan before we are cooked, so that we can amend our ways
before we are ruined. We should not attack the ministers of the word who warn us of our
danger and point out our errors. They have been sent by God to help us so that we might
change and be saved before it is too late.
Our main error is the same one Jeremiah condemned—idolatry, for like the Jews
we continue to put other things in the place that God should occupy in our hearts. Of this
error, we must repent.
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How to Renew Celibate Life
“For there are eunuchs who have been so from birth, and there are eunuchs who have
been made eunuchs by men, and there are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs
for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. He who is able to receive this, let him receive it”
(Matt. 19:12).

Here Jesus teaches that there is a vocation that renounces marriage for the sake of the
kingdom of heaven. And he adds, “He who is able to receive this, let him receive it”
(Matt. 19:12). This is the vocation of celibacy. The celibate renounces marriage to be
able to love God with an undivided heart, not even divided by the love of a human
spouse. Thus one can fulfill Jesus’ first and most important commandment in a literal
and most radical way, loving God with all one’s heart, all one’s mind, all one’s soul, and
all one’s strength (Mark 12:30). The celibate wants to renounce the division of heart that
occurs even in Christian matrimony. He also wants to avoid every other kind of division
of heart as well, for example, that which occurs in an inappropriate friendship between
persons of the opposite sex. The celibate does not want to fall in love with a woman,
because this would divide his heart, and then he would no longer love God alone with all
his heart. The celibate tries to guard his heart and reserve it for God alone.
Therefore the celibate should also renounce the other pleasures of the world as
well. A celibate who does not have a wife but who is in love with worldly pleasures
loses the benefit of his celibacy. If his heart is divided among worldly pleasures, he no
longer has an undivided heart in his love for God. The Desert Fathers fled the world and
went to live in the desert. They not only left women, but renounced all that could divide
their hearts, in order to live for God alone. This is the ideal of celibate, monastic,
religious, apostolic, and priestly life. It is a life totally dedicated to God alone with an
undivided heart.
He who lives like this will reap the fruits of his celibacy. He who avoids women
but fills his heart with the pleasures of the world will not reap the fruits of his celibacy,
for he will not have an undivided heart in his love for God. He who tries to save his life
in this way will lose it; but he who loses his life by renouncing worldly pleasures will
save it (Mark 8:35). “He who loves his life loses it, and he who hates his life in this
world will keep it for eternal life” (John 12:25). We must lose our lives in this world and
live only for God if we want to live celibacy as it should be lived and reap its fruits. In
our day, we need to renew this ideal of the celibate, monastic, religious, apostolic, and
priestly life. This is where great emphasis now needs to be placed if we want to save our
religious orders and our Societies of Apostolic Life.
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Renunciation of the World
And the Life of Perfection
“Jesus said to him, ‘If you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the
poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me’” (Matt. 19:21).

This rich young man was looking for something more. He asked Jesus, “Teacher, what
good deed must I do, to have eternal life?” (Matt. 19:16). Then Jesus showed him the
way of perfection, which is something more than just keeping the ten commandments—
which he was already doing. This is a special way. The majority will never follow this
way. Only a few are called to this greater perfection of leaving all, including marriage, to
live in evangelical poverty and celibacy for the kingdom of God.
But in another sense, all are called to perfection. Jesus said to all, “You,
therefore, must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt. 5:48). He said to
all, “If any one comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and
children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple”
(Luke 14:26). And to all he said, “So, therefore, whoever of you does not renounce all
that he has cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33).
The call to evangelical poverty is directed to all. Only by selling all we possess
can we obtain the buried treasure, which is the kingdom of God (Matt. 13:44). Only in
this way will we acquire the pearl of great price (Matt. 13:45-46). Evangelical poverty is
something positive, a great value and virtue that we should all honor and live. St. Francis
and St. Clare discovered this virtue in their day. It helps us to love God, for it cleanses
our heart of other attachments so that we can live only for him.
The rich, however, have already had their. “Woe to you that are rich, for you
have received your consolation” (Luke 6:24). Therefore “it will be hard for a rich man to
enter the kingdom of heaven. Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the
eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God” (Matt. 19:23-24). To
the rich glutton in hell Abraham said, “Son, remember that you in your lifetime received
your good things” (Luke 16:25).
It is the poor who are blessed by Jesus. “Blessed are you poor, for yours is the
kingdom of God” (Luke 6:20). They are the anawim, the poor of the Lord, who have lost
and left everything of this world to live only for God. All are called to try to live like
this, especially celibates, monks, religious, priests, and those living an apostolic life.
These latter should live for God alone. They need silence and solitude, simple and
austere food, and a life of prayer and fasting, not pleasure trips and sumptuous meals and
desserts, which only divide the heart and keep us from a life of perfection. If we have left
the world, how can we return to it again? If we have accepted Jesus’ invitation to a life
of perfection, how can we go back and take up again what we have once left and
renounced for the love of God? Yet how many do turn back and take up again what they
have left? So repentance and true renewal is much needed today.
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Will Those Who Are Saved Be Few
“And some one said to him, ‘Lord, will those who are saved by few?’ And he said to
them, ‘Strive to enter by the narrow door; for many, I tell you, will seek to enter and will
not be able’” (Luke 13:23-24).

It is necessary to “bear fruits that befit repentance” (Luke 3:8) and not just say, “Lord,
Lord” (Matt. 7:21), believing that that alone will save us. If we do not bear good fruit,
we will be cut down. “Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees; every tree
therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire” (Luke 3:9).
It is not enough just to be a member of the Church. Not all the members will be saved
unless they bear good fruit. Your faith is not true faith if it does not produce good fruit.
We must repent and “bear fruits that befit repentance” (Luke 3:8).
We have to “enter by the narrow door” (Luke 13:24). By this door, we can enter
into life. Those who despise the narrow door and instead choose the wide and easy door,
which most people do, will not enter into the kingdom of God. In fact, many will try to
enter through the wide and easy door and will not be saved. Only the few who enter by
the narrow door will be saved. The rest will go to destruction, according to Jesus. He
said, “Enter by the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is easy, that leads to
destruction, and those who enter by it are many. For the gate is narrow and the way is
hard, that leads to life, and those who find it are few” (Matt. 7:13-14).
Therefore we see that the answer to the question, whether those who are saved
will be few, is yes, they will be few. They will be few because those who find the narrow
door that leads to life are few. But if everyone has a New Testament and knows this
teaching, why do they not choose the narrow door of salvation? Why—knowing all
this—do they choose the wide and easy door that leads to destruction? The majority
choose the wide door, because the door of salvation seems too narrow and requires too
much sacrifice, and they do not want to make this sacrifice. They prefer to do what
everyone else in their environment or community is doing and not be different from the
rest. In addition, they like the pleasures of the world and of life, which they would have
to give up if they were to choose the narrow door of salvation. Therefore they live like
everyone else, enjoy the pleasures of life that come their way, and are happy to be able to
go through such a wide and easy door with so much good company. So they joyfully
continue along with their friends—that is, until they see with their own eyes where this
way is leading them. But then it is too late. Then the householder will rise up and shut
the door, and standing outside, they will knock, saying, “Lord, open to us.” But he will
say, “I do not know where you come from; depart from me, all you workers of iniquity!”
(Luke 13:25, 27).
They will be excluded because “not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall
enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven”
(Matt. 7:21). It will be as it was with the five foolish virgins who did not bring oil with
their lamps, and who were out buying oil when the bridegroom came and shut the door.
When they arrived and said, “Lord, lord, open to us,” he replied, “Truly, I say to you, I do
not know you” (Matt. 25:12).
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To be saved, we have to do the will of God. Those who choose the easy, wide,
and comfortable way of the many do not do the will of God. They prefer instead the
wisdom and ways of the world. They prefer conformism. They do not like to be
different from others, nor do they like to make sacrifices. The word “asceticism” is not
part of their vocabulary or lifestyle. They completely reject this word and everything it
stands for. That is, they reject spirituality and the basic principles of the spiritual life.
They reject the way of the saints, and they reject their example, which they in no way
want to imitate. Instead they have their own ideas about a modern kind of spirituality—a
type of mysticism without asceticism, which is nothing but an illusion. They simply
prefer the visible pleasures of this world to the way of sacrifice and renunciation of the
saints.
There are two ways—the narrow way and the wide way. Those who choose the
wide way have chosen the way of destruction. Those who choose the narrow way have
chosen the way of life. Many choose the wide way. Few choose the narrow way.
“See, I have set before you this day life and good, death and evil” (Deut. 30:15).
“I have set before you life and death, blessing and curse; therefore choose life, that you
and your descendants may live” (Deut. 30:19).
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St. Bernard of Clairvaux
“‘Teacher, which is the great commandment in the law?’ And he said to him, ‘You shall
love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your
mind. This is the great and first commandment’” (Matt. 22:36-38).

St. Bernard of Clairvaux was the second founder of the Cistercian Order. He was a great
lover of the monastic life and built many monasteries. He wanted to love God with all
his heart, all his soul, and all his mind; and he understood that this is the most important
thing in the world, being the first and greatest commandment of Jesus (Mark 12:30). He
wanted to live this commandment, not just believe it, and he wanted to live it in the most
literal and radical way he could. He did not want to divide his heart in any way, not even
with the love of a human spouse, nor did he want to divide it among the riches and
pleasures of the world. Therefore he left everything and entered the new monastery in
Citeaux with more than thirty companions, including his brothers, to live an austere
monastic life of prayer and fasting, silence and work far from the world.
It was a life in which they chanted all the hours of the divine office in choir,
including vigils in the middle of the night. The food was austere, for they wanted to find
all their joy in God, not in the unnecessary delights of the world and of the table. In his
monasteries, even white bread was prohibited as a delicacy, food inappropriate for monks
who want to find all their delight in God. Today’s invitatory is perfect for St. Bernard,
“Come, let us praise the Lord; in him is all our delight.” This is how St. Bernard wanted
to live. He therefore entered the new monastery in Citeaux, the strictest, poorest, and
most ascetic of monastery of all. This was the beginning of the Cistercian reform, which
has continued until the present day. Today most Cistercian monks in the West are also
called Trappists.
To love God with all one’s heart is the reason for the asceticism that we find in
the life of St. Bernard and his monks. They are ascetics because they want all the love of
their hearts to go directly to God. They do not want to divide their hearts among other
human loves and pleasures. Therefore they did not eat delicacies but only plain, simple,
and austere food, as we can see from St. Bernard’s first letter, in which he describes their
diet, seasoned only with salt. They wanted their delight to be only in God, and hence all
the greater.
Living like this, chanting the praises of the Lord in choir, and working in silence
and recollection, they contribute much to the world. They illuminate it, raise its spiritual
level, and give an inspiring example to all. They live in fraternal love for one another
and provide a spiritual refuge and oasis for many. In this way, they also follow Jesus’
second commandment to love your neighbor as your self.
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Practicing What We Preach
“The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat; so practice and observe whatever they
tell you, but not what they do; for they preach, but do not practice” (Matt. 23:2-3).

How important it is to live and practice what we preach! This is the point that Jesus is
making here. One can preach good orthodox doctrine, but this alone is not enough. The
scribes and Pharisees sat on Moses’ seat and taught his doctrine. What is good in their
teaching we are to honor and follow, but we are not to imitate their lives. How important
it then is to live a virtuous life that will back up our preaching and inspire and help
others. That is what the saints did. We read their lives in order to be inspired by the way
they lived and to imitate them. This is how we should live. Our lives should be lives of
prayer, fasting, and almsgiving, as Jesus taught us (Matt. 6:1-18). But we are not to do
these things as the Pharisees did them—to be praised by others. The solution is not to
abandon these practices, but to do them correctly, as a means of purifying ourselves and
drawing closer to God.
To pray, fast, and give alms in order to be praised by others is to pervert these
practices and use them in a worldly way. It is to use them to try to save our lives in this
world instead of using them to lose and hate our lives in this world for the love of God
(Mark 8:35; John 12:25). We should pray, fast, and help others in order to lose and hate
our lives in this world for the love of God. To live a life of prayer and fasting is to
renounce the pleasures of this world in order to love God with all our heart. It is to lose
our lives in this world for the love of God. This is the proper use of these practices.
Thus we will not only preach in an orthodox way, but we will also be people of
prayer. We should spend hours in prayer every day—something that we will mostly do
in secret. We will pray because we love God and want to spend time with him in love.
We will also fast—not to be praised by others, but because we want to love God alone
with all our heart, not dividing it among the delicacies of the table. We can, for example,
eat only once a day to be light for prayer and contemplation in the small hours of the
morning and during the rest of the morning as well. So will it be if we eat only at
midday, for example—and there is a long monastic tradition of this. In this way, our
food will be completely digested when we rise before three in the morning for prayer, and
we will not drop ourselves spiritually at the highest spiritual time of our day by eating
breakfast. If we do this, we will not only preach well, but we will also live well, and we
will not do so to be praised by others but to pray and contemplate better, to be more
intimately united to God, and to love him with a less divided heart.
When we practice charity, we will also not do so for the praises of others, but to
share our love with them and help them. We will practice charity in order to love our
neighbor as ourselves, giving him not only good doctrine but also good example.
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Waiting for the Coming of the Lord
“God deems it just to repay with affliction those who afflict you, and to grant rest with us
to you who are afflicted, when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven with his mighty
angels in flaming fire … when he comes on that day to be glorified in his saints, and to be
marveled at in all who have believed” (2 Thess. 1:6-7, 10).

St. Paul speaks to us here about the Parousia of our Lord Jesus Christ on the clouds of
heaven with great power and glory with all his saints. On that day, there will be a great
light, for he will be “revealed from heaven with his mighty angels in flaming fire” (2
Thess. 1:7). He will come “inflicting vengeance upon those who do not know God” (2
Thess. 1:8) and will grant rest and a happy reward to those who suffer persecution for
their faith. So it shall be, “for the Son of man is to come with his angels in the glory of
his Father, and then he will repay every man for what he has done” (Matt. 16:27). We
should prepare ourselves for that day now. “Therefore gird up your minds, be sober, set
your hope fully upon the grace that is coming to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ” (1
Pet. 1:13).
Our lives should be vigilant, not self-indulgent. We should live only for the Lord,
always guarding ourselves from sin and trying to do the will of God in everything. Those
who, like St. Paul, have renounced all for the kingdom of God should give up a normal
life in this world together with its pleasures in order to live simply and austerely,
completely focused on God and his service, reserving their hearts uniquely for him in
everything. Not everyone is called to live like this in the same way, although all should
try to live by these principles. Yet there are those who are called to live like this in a
literal and radical way. These are the celibates, the monks, the religious, the priests, and
those living the apostolic life. To be faithful to their vocation, they should live austerely
and ascetically, without dividing their hearts in any way, not even with a human spouse.
They have renounced the householder’s life, the married and family life, to live alone or
in communities of solitaries, only for the Lord, renouncing the other pleasures of the
world as well.
These latter gird up their loins and their minds and live soberly, setting their hope
fully upon the grace that is coming to them at the revelation of Jesus Christ (1 Pet. 1:13).
But every Christian should also live this way, as much as he can, in accord with his state
in life and his responsibilities. All should have their hearts established “unblamable in
holiness before our God and Father, at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints”
(1 Thess. 3:13).
It is the Lord’s coming in glory on the clouds of heaven with all his saints in great
light on the last day that fills us with joy in expectation and makes us want to preserve
ourselves in God’s presence and love, so that we will be always ready, ready when he
comes. We want to remain in the spell of his coming, avoiding the profanity of a worldly
life, keeping ourselves ever prepared, being always vigilant and reserving our hearts for
the Lord alone in peace.
Those who have been called to the religious, apostolic, celibate, and priestly life
should live this life consistently and integrally as a true life of renunciation of the
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pleasures of the world in general if they want to reap the blessings and advantages of this
radical kind of life. The Parousia of the Lord motivates them to live this way.
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Renunciation and the Call to Perfection
“Now great multitudes accompanied him; and he turned and said to them, ‘If any one
comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and
brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple’”
(Luke 14:25-26).

Here we hear Jesus’ great teaching about renunciation and detachment for the love of
God. We note that this teaching is for everyone, for it was directed to the “great
multitudes” who accompanied him (Luke 14:25). We have to hate our families and even
our own lives for the love of God. We have to sacrifice everything to God if we want to
be Jesus’ disciples. If one does not do this, “he cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:26).
Indeed, “he who loves his life loses it, and he who hates his life in this world will keep it
for eternal life” (John 12:25). Hating our lives in this world includes our families. Those
who hate their own lives in this world, sacrificing them for Christ, also hate their
families, their wives and their children in the sense that one who renounces his own life
in this world at the same time also renounces his family. Nothing and no one is to come
before Christ in the life of a disciple. And if one seeks perfection in this, he will also
renounce marriage and will leave the home of his parents as well as that of his brothers
and sisters and other relatives, who are living a family life, and will live a celibate life.
He will renounce the householder life. That is, he will leave all to respond to the call to
perfection. “If you would be perfect,” Jesus said to the rich young man, “go, sell what
you possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow
me” (Matt. 19:21).
Although this teaching about hating one’s life in this world and one’s family is
directed to everyone, not everyone will follow it in the same way. Not everyone will be
celibate. But there are those who are called to follow this teaching in a literal and radical
way. These will renounce even marriage. These live without a wife and without
children. They no longer live with their parents or brothers or sisters or with other
relatives who are living a family life. They have altogether left and renounced the
householder’s way of life in order to live in a new way, a life of perfection, a higher type
of life. Jesus is especially speaking of this type of life today. It is a life that not only
hates the family and that lifestyle, but also hates itself in this world. It is a life in which
one does not live for oneself but only for God. Such a person renounces his former
householder lifestyle and does not want to return to it. It is something that he has
definitively left behind. He now even hates himself in the sense that he renounces the
pleasures of this world and of the table for a simple, plain, austere, and ascetical life.
Perhaps we can understand this better if we substitute the word “renounce” for
“hate,” for indeed I think this is closer to Jesus’ actual meaning. We are to definitively
renounce once and for all and leave behind everything of the householder way of living
in this world, and take up a radically new way of life.
The Imitation of Christ says, “Unless a man is clearly delivered from all love of
creatures, he cannot fully attend to his Creator; this is the chief reason why there are so
few contemplatives—that is to say, because there are so few who will willingly set
themselves apart from the love of created things” (3.31.1).
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There are those who want to be contemplatives or to reach spiritual enlightenment
through meditation and contemplation. This is a good thing, but they will not succeed
unless they also devote themselves to asceticism; that is, unless they also renounce the
world and its pleasures—unless they also hate their lives in this world.
The renunciation of family is especially important for those who want to live well
their new life of perfection. They cannot faithfully live their new way of life in the
homes of their families. They have to make a clear break with their former householder
and family lifestyle and not fall back into it again.
There are religious, priestly, and apostolic communities where the members can’t
get out of their community houses fast enough at Christmas time and at all the most
important times of the year, in order to be with their blood families, thinking that these
are more important. What would you think if you saw a regular family doing that, each
member going his own way at Christmas time? You would probably think that it wasn’t
much of a family, that it lacked family spirit.
So also when the members of a religious family act in this way, we would have to
say that it is not much of a family and that it is lacking in true religious community spirit.
We can only have a true religious and priestly family and community when we renounce
our blood families. We will then want to make sure that we are present in our priestly or
religious family on all the most important days of the year.
All of this, of course, is pure folly to the unspiritual person. He understands
nothing of it. “The natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God: for they are
foolishness unto him: neither can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned”
(1 Cor. 2:14 KJV). The natural man does not understand why he has to leave everything
if he wants to be a disciple. He can’t understand why Jesus says, “So therefore, whoever
of you does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33). But Jesus
teaches us, “If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross
daily and follow me” (Luke 9:23). And he teaches us the way of perfection, saying,
“Truly, I say to you, there is no man who has left house or wife or brothers or parents or
children, for the sake of the kingdom of God, who will not receive manifold more in this
time, and in the age to come eternal life” (Luke 18:29-30). All this renunciation is to be
able to love God alone with all our heart and energy.
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Do Not Seek Revenge
“But I say to you that hear, Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless
those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you” (Luke 6:27-28).

Here Jesus gives us good advice about what we should do when we are unjustly attacked.
This is something that happens in the life of a Christian, for he does not live as others do.
His life is different from the world. He has rejected the lifestyle of the world around him.
He does not want to live like the world, for he has heard Christ say, “Blessed are you
poor, for yours is the kingdom of God” (Luke 6:20) and “Woe to you that are rich, for
you have received your consolation” (Luke 6:24). So he now lives simply—not like a
rich man. He renounces the life of a rich man, who lives for his worldly pleasures. What
then will these worldly wealthy people say about him? They will often insult, malign,
and calumniate him. What then should he do in response? Jesus tells us today. We
should love those who treat us this way. “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate
you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you” (Luke 6:27-28). St. Peter
says the same thing: “Do not return evil for evil or reviling for reviling; but on the
contrary bless” (1 Pet. 3:9).
“To him who strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also” (Luke 6:29). We
should not take revenge on those who calumniate us. It is better to ignore them and pray
for them. We are to do good to others, not take revenge on those who do us harm. In this
way, we can help them. There are many ways, in fact, in which we can help them and the
world around us. We can teach them good doctrine in our sermons and conversations and
give them good example by our way of living.
Indeed, “A liberal man will be enriched, and one who waters will himself be
watered” (Prov. 11:25). If we use our lives to help others, we will be blessed, “for the
measure you give will be the measure you get back” (Luke 6:38), “for God loves a
cheerful giver” (2 Cor. 9:7). If we give good things to others—good sermons, good
example, the witness of our way of life—God will give good things to us. Therefore
“give, and it will be given to you; good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running
over, will be put into your lap” (Luke 6:38).
Instead of taking revenge on those who wrongly attack us, we should continue
giving them good example and teaching them by our words and sermons. “Beloved,
never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God; for it is written, ‘Vengeance is
mine, I will repay, says the Lord.’ No, ‘if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is
thirsty, give him drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals upon his head’”
(Rom. 12:19-20).
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Blind Guides
“Can a blind man lead a blind man? Will they not both fall into a pit?” (Luke 6:39).

As disciples of Jesus, we are always in danger of being blind guides. What is a blind
guide? It is a disciple of Jesus who tries to preach and guide others in the Christian way,
but who does not follow these teachings himself. He will not be able to guide others
properly if he himself does not understand well and follow the teachings of Jesus. A
blind guide will furthermore try to excuse himself while blaming others of many faults.
He either doesn’t recognize his own faults or doesn’t think they are serious, and only
looks at the faults of others. Jesus tells us today that we are not to ignore the log in our
own eye while trying to take the speck out of our brother’s eye (Luke 6:42), for in doing
so, we only blind ourselves the more.
St. Paul says the same thing: “I do not box as one beating the air; but I pommel
my body and subdue it, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified” (1
Cor. 9:27). In order to preach well to others, we have to know and understand the truth,
believe it, and live in accordance with it. Our way of living has to be in conformity with
the truth that we preach to others. Otherwise we will be blind guides and will fall into a
pit along with those we are trying to guide.
What is the teaching of Jesus that we have to understand well, believe, and live in
accordance with in order to be good guides? We have to believe in the redemptive work
of Jesus Christ on the cross. That is, that he died to save us from our sins, suffering our
punishment for us on the cross, to free us from the death of sin and give us new life.
Then we have to live for Jesus Christ, leaving everything of this world for him,
that is, we have to love him with all our heart (Mark 12:30) and life, without any division
of heart, for “whoever of you does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple”
(Luke 14:33). This is the teaching of the parable of the buried treasure and the pearl of
great price (Matt. 13:44-46): To obtain the kingdom of God, we have to renounce
everything else in this world for him. We have to seek the things that are above, not
those on earth (Col. 3:1-2). Our hearts should be in heaven, where our treasure is, and we
should not have treasures on earth (Matt. 6:19-21). We should not serve mammon—the
riches and pleasures of this world—but only God with all our heart, with an undivided
heart, for it is impossible to serve two masters (Matt. 6:24). We should take the narrow
and difficult way of life, the way of the few; not the easy and wide path of the many that
leads to destruction (Matt. 7:13-14).
If we do not do this, if we do not renounce the pleasures of the world and a
worldly lifestyle and if we try to guide others, we will be blind guides. We will not be
able to guide them well, and we will fall into a pit along with them. But if we follow this
teaching, even our way of living will be an instruction and an inspiration to those whom
we are guiding.
There are of course different ways of living this teaching. Some will live in
families, but some will be called to live still more radically, in renouncing family life to
live more directly for God alone. These are the priests, the monks, and the religious, who
are the main teachers in the Church. If they live their more radical way of following only
Jesus in an integral and consistent way, they will truly guide and teach well. If they do
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not live in an integral and consistent way, then they will be blind guides and will fall
themselves into the pit along with the sheep they are trying to lead.

97

Bad Trees Cannot Bear Good Fruit
“No good tree bears bad fruit, nor again does a bad tree bear good fruit; for each tree is
known by its own fruit” (Luke 6:43-44).

If a tree does not bear good fruit, it is not a good tree. “Every tree that does not bear
good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire” (Matt. 7:19). But we are not trees. We
can change. We can convert. But conversion means changing our way of thinking and
living. We must do more than simply say, “Lord, Lord” (Matt. 7:21). A true conversion
of life is necessary, and this means an effective implementation of the teachings of Jesus
Christ in our lives. Less than this is insufficient and will not save us, for “not everyone
who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the
will of my Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 7:21). If we do not do his will, we are like the
man who built his house on sand, and when the storm came, it collapsed (Matt. 7:26-27).
Our house will collapse too if we do not do the will of God, if we do not renounce
everything of this world for him, and if we do not live in accordance with his will.
Why do many groups in the Church today have almost no vocations? Why are
they not bearing good fruit? Is it not because the tree itself is no longer good? It changed
and has become bad. This is why it does not bear good fruit. It has changed and become
a bad tree, because it is no longer doing the will of God, as it once did. And if it
continues like this, not giving good fruit, it will be cut down (Matt. 7:19). It is not
enough just to say, “Lord, Lord.” These groups also have to do God’s will. They have to
live according to Jesus’ teachings. They have to renounce a secular and worldly lifestyle,
which is a life of pleasure in the things here below, a life in which the heart is divided
between the pleasures of the world and God, instead of serving one master only (Matt.
6:24). In fact, many of our orders and Societies of Apostolic Life now even look like the
world, since nowadays most of their members dress like secular people. Perhaps the
reason for this is that since they are living like the world, why not also dress like the
world?
We have quite simply become worldly. We see it in the way we eat, spend our
time, dress, and talk. We eat what can only be considered exaggeratedly luxurious meals
with twice daily sumptuous desserts, not even attempting to live a simple and humble life
of total dedication to God. We uncritically imitate the dress of a secularized society, and
appropriately so, for is this now by and large how we have decided to live? Many spend
a great deal of their time simply watching whatever comes in on the television—
advertisements and all—and engaging in other useless pastimes that only divide their
hearts from a single-minded devotion to God. We seem to have completely forgotten
about silence and the times and places that are appropriate for it. How many flick on the
television first thing in the morning upon awakening to catch all the latest, thus profaning
the most sacred time of the day that should be dedicated to the divine office, silent prayer
and contemplation, the celebration of mass and thanksgiving after receiving Holy
Communion? Others talk everywhere and at any time, respecting neither their own nor
anyone else’s need for silence.
But who does not know that only groups that do not behave like this are
flourishing today? Nonetheless, knowing this and seeing this, these groups still do not
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change. Why do they not change? It would seem that they do not change because they
do not really want to bear good fruit. They are not really seriously interested in bearing
good fruit, for they know what they would have to do to bear good fruit, and they have
decided that that would be too difficult. It would require renouncing too much. It would
cramp their new comfortable lifestyle. So they prefer to be bad trees bearing bad fruit or
no fruit. It is easier and more fun that way. So the truth is that they do not really want to
bear good fruit, because they do not want to do what they know is necessary to bear good
fruit. It seems then that they are not really serious when they say they want to bear good
fruit. If they were serious, they would do what they know is necessary to bear good fruit,
which is to live a life of renunciation of the world, living only for God with an undivided
heart, renouncing a worldly lifestyle, and dressing accordingly and appropriately, as
persons distinct from the world around them, giving a much needed visible witness of a
God-centered life in the midst of a world that has become so forgetful of God.
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The Cross, Source of Our Light and Life
“As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of man be lifted up,
that whoever believes in him may have eternal life” (John 3:14-15).

With the beginning of autumn, as darkness more and more overtakes the light, we
celebrate the beautiful feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross. Through the cross, we
receive eternal life and light. Our life comes through Christ’s death. As all of nature
begins to die, we celebrate this feast of life from death. From the darkness of the cross
comes the light of life.
Christ’s death paid our debt before God, gaining us eternal life. The cross,
therefore, is the source of our happiness and joy. It is like the bronze serpent in the
desert—an image of death from which comes salvation and life. As all who looked upon
the serpent were healed, so all who look with faith upon Christ lifted up on the cross are
saved and have eternal life, for he suffered our punishment of death to save us from death
and give us eternal life.
“This is the will of my Father, that every one who sees the Son and believes in
him should have eternal life” (John 6:40). “Truly, truly, I say to you, he who believes has
eternal life” (John 6:47). “I came to they may have life, and have it abundantly” (John
10:10). “There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1).
In the darkness of the cross is light. In his death is life. We therefore rejoice in the cross.
On it, Christ suffered our punishment, setting us free from sin and guilt. The cross is the
source of our happiness and peace.
The cross also teaches us how to live. We are to be crucified to the world and its
heart-dividing pleasures. We are to live according to the pattern of the cross and find life
through death, as life comes out of the death of autumn and winter. We live the mystery
of the cross by losing our lives in this world to find them in Christ. Christ invites us to
carry our cross and lose our lives to find them, to be crucified with him to the world, to
serve him alone with all our heart, with an undivided heart, renouncing all that divides
them. “If any man would come after me,” he says, “let him deny himself and take up his
cross and follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, and whoever loses his
life for my sake will find it” (Matt. 16:24-25). What good would it do to gain the whole
world but miss this (Matt. 16:26)? It is far better to lose our life in this world, renouncing
its pleasures in order to love God alone with all our heart. Jesus invites us to carry the
cross and live a life of self-denial—“let him deny himself” (Matt. 16:24). St. Paul says,
“I have been crucified with Christ” (Gal. 2:20), and “If we have died with Christ, we
believe that we shall also live with him” (Rom. 6:8). “Far be it from me to glory except
in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me, and I
to the world” (Gal. 6:14).
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The Asceticism of St. Paul
“I think that God has exhibited us apostles as last of all, like men sentenced to death;
because we have become a spectacle to the world, to angels and to men” (1 Cor. 4:9).

Here we see the asceticism and renunciation of St. Paul. For him, it took the form of a
homeless life. He renounced marriage and the householder’s life for a wandering life for
the love of Christ. He says that he is homeless: “To the present hour we hunger and
thirst, we are ill-clad and buffeted and homeless” (1 Cor. 4:11). In this way, he
renounced all things for Christ and traveled about preaching the gospel. In this, he
imitates the life of Jesus, who said, “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests; but
the Son of man has nowhere to lay his head” (Matt. 8:20). St. Paul’s life was spent in
“beatings, imprisonments, tumults, labors, watching, hunger” (2 Cor. 6:5)—sacrificing
himself for the love of Christ. He lives the cross, denying himself (Luke 9:23). For the
sake of Christ, he says, “five times I have received at the hands of the Jews the forty
lashes less one. Three times I have been beaten with rods; once I was stoned. Three
times I have been shipwrecked; a night and a day I have been adrift at sea; on frequent
journeys, in danger from rivers, danger from robbers … danger in the wilderness, danger
at sea … in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure” (2 Cor. 11:2427). In short, “We have become, and are now, as the refuse of the world, the offscouring
of all things” (1 Cor. 4:13). St. Paul has indeed “become a spectacle to the world, to
angels and to men” (1 Cor. 4:9).
St. Paul’s renunciation of the householder’s life for the homeless wandering life
for the love of Christ is a form of the life of perfection (Matt. 19:21). To devote himself
totally to Christ with all his heart and life, he renounced marriage, family, and a fixed
dwelling. This was his way of renouncing all for Christ. He wanted to live only for God
in everything, so he became a fool in this world for Christ in order to be truly wise.
Indeed, “If any one among you thinks that he is wise in this age, let him become a fool
that he may become wise” (1 Cor. 3:18). He lost his life in this world to save it with God
(Mark 8:35). In the eyes of the world, he destroyed his life, but in the eyes of God he
saved it. The world considers the apostles “as unknown,” yet in reality they are “well
known; as dying, and behold we live; as punished, and yet not killed; as sorrowful, yet
always rejoicing; as poor, yet making many rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing
everything” (2 Cor. 6:9-10).
This is the asceticism of St. Paul, his renunciation of the world to live only for
Christ with all his heart and life, with an undivided heart in his love for God.
St. Paul knew that if he lived the mystery of the cross of Christ, divesting himself
of everything of this world, he would have a new life in Christ. Therefore he says that he
is “always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may be also
manifested in our bodies” (2 Cor. 4:10). He is an example for us all.
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The Correct Use of Material Resources
“And I say to you, make friends for yourselves by means of unrighteous mammon, so
that when it fails they may receive you into the eternal habitations” (Luke 16:9).

Jesus calls our material resources and money “unrighteous mammon” (Luke 16:9, 11,
13), because they can seduce us away from God and divide our heart. He tells us that we
cannot serve two masters, “God and mammon” (Luke 16:13). One who tries to serve
both will divide his heart and forget God. He will no longer live for God alone with all
his heart, as he should (Mark 12:30).
What should we then do with our money and material resources? We should use
them for the good of the world, to gain friends by helping people with them. The steward
in the parable about the unjust steward helped his master’s debtors by reducing their debt.
Instead of charging one debtor a hundred measures of oil, he charged him only fifty, and
instead of charging another a hundred measures of wheat, he charged him only eighty.
Thus he made many friends for himself among his master’s debtors, who would receive
him into their homes when he was put out of his stewardship (Luke 16:4). His master
praised him for his prudence. The sons of light should imitate this prudence, using
worldly wealth to gain friends for themselves, who will receive them “into the eternal
habitations” (Luke 16:9).
If we do this, we will be faithful in a very little, and hence also in much, for “he
who is faithful in a very little is faithful also in much; and he who is dishonest in a very
little is dishonest also in much” (Luke 16:10). But if we are not faithful in a very little,
neither will we be faithful in much. If we do not use our money and material resources
well, we will not know how to behave in more important spiritual matters. If we are not
faithful with “unrighteous mammon,” who will give us “true riches” (Luke 16:11)?
Hence we see that the way we use our money and other material goods is very
important. It is a test to see whether we are worthy to receive true interior riches, that
which is not alien and external but is truly ours. If we use unrighteous mammon for our
own pleasure and entertainment, then we have not passed the test, and we will not receive
true riches.
We should dedicate ourselves completely to God with all our heart (Mark 12:30).
If we do this, then we cannot use our material resources for our own pleasure. Those
who do not follow this principle do not follow Jesus’ first commandment to love God
with all their heart and soul (Mark 12:30). They do not know how to live. They have not
yet begun to live a Christian life. They have not been born again. They have not put off
the old man. They are still living a worldly life, a life according to the desires of the
flesh, not a life in the Spirit. They have not yet put on the new man. They live rather in
unrighteous mammon. They have been seduced by it instead of using it to make friends
for themselves, who will welcome them into heaven. They are like the rich glutton who
“feasted sumptuously every day” (Luke 16:19). In hell, where he went after death, he
was told, “Son, remember that you in your lifetime received your good things” (Luke
16:25). Those who use their material resources for their own pleasures, as did the rich
glutton, will hear Jesus say to them, “Woe to you that are rich, for you have received your
consolation” (Luke 6:24).
102

We should rather live a simple and austere life, detached and divested of the
pleasures of the world, dedicated only and completely to God. Those who live like this
use their material resources well, their unrighteous mammon, the little, alien, and external
things that they now have; and so will receive true riches which are very great, and which
will truly belong to them. They serve only one master, not God and unrighteous
mammon. They have converted and now live differently.
So what should we do with our money? We should use it to make friends for
ourselves. That is, we should use it for the good of the world, to help the world. We
should use it for our apostolic projects, for our pastoral work, to extend our ministry of
preaching the word. If we are preachers, we can use our personal money to publish our
sermons on a website or in books and to publicize them in order to extend our preaching
ministry.
St. Maximilian Kolbe is a good example of this. He lived in striking simplicity
and evangelical poverty—the simplest food and clothing (a Franciscan habit), a plain,
unfinished, unpainted wooden table for his meals, and tin plates—but he spent a great
deal of money on his publications, in which he preached to the world a word of life.
When he was in Japan, people who saw how he lived were shocked at the poverty and the
utter simplicity of his life, for they knew that he had considerable resources, which he
used for translating and publishing his writings.
On the contrary, one who lives la dolce vita but does not want to use his own
personal money for his apostolic ministry does not rightly use unrighteous mammon. He
has rather been seduced by it. He is trying to serve two masters, and he divides his heart.
He does not know how to live. He has not been faithful in very little, nor is he faithful in
much. He has not been faithful in what is alien and external, and so no one will give him
what is truly his. He has not been faithful in unrighteous mammon, and so who will give
him true riches?
Surely this in not what we want for ourselves. Our lives must therefore be
transformed so that we live henceforth for God alone in the way he is calling us.
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Fasting and Asceticism
“The days will come, when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will
fast in those days” (Luke 5:35).

Fasting and asceticism are important in all the great religions of the world, including
Christianity. Christians fast to have an undivided heart in their love for God—not
divided by the pleasures of the world and of the table—and in order to be light for prayer
and contemplation. The main form of Christian fasting is to renounce all delicacies and
seasoning. One only eats plain, simple, natural, and healthy foods to sustain life, not to
maximize pleasure. Those who eat this way also renounce meat, for it requires much
energy to digest, is among the most succulent of foods, and the most expensive. They
also renounce fried foods, because this greatly increases their tastiness and their
harmfulness to one’s health. They avoid sugar, white flour, and white rice—unhealthy
delicacies—and foods containing artificial sweeteners, colors, and flavors, so they avoid
pies, cakes, cookies, ice-cream, Jell-O, etc. and simply eat fruit for desert, for it contains
important nutrients. The whole reason for dessert is to eat fruit, which is simple and
important for a healthy, well balanced diet. The purpose of dessert is not to eat things
that are bad for one’s health simply for the sake of pleasure. But how few follow this
basic principle?
This type of fasting is commonly combined with eating only once or twice per
day, breakfast being the most important meal to eliminate, for it drops one spiritually
when one is at his highest spiritual point of the day. Eating only once a day—well known
in the monastic tradition—is best, for then one will be light for contemplation and the
spiritual exercises of the morning. A heavy supper can still weigh one down in the early
hours of the morning when one rises for contemplation and prayer.
Such a life is spiritual and contemplative and also healthy. One lives for God
alone, not for the pleasures of the table. One’s motive in eating this way is to love God
with all his heart, all his mind, all his soul, all his strength, and all his body—Jesus’ first
and most important commandment (Mark 12:30). One’s life thus follows today’s
Invitatory, “Come, let us praise the Lord; in him is all our delight.” Such a person can
say, “Thou art my Lord; I have no good apart from thee” (Ps. 16:2).
One eats like this because he wants to serve but one master only, the Lord,
knowing that it is impossible to serve two masters: God and mammon (worldly
pleasures) (Matt. 6:24). He does not want to hear Abraham say to him, “Son, remember
that you in your lifetime received your good things,” as he said to the rich glutton in hell
(Luke 16:25). Nor does he want to hear Jesus say, “Woe to you that are rich, for you
have received your consolation” (Luke 6:24).
We fast like this because we want all the love of our heart to go directly to the
Lord without being dissipated off to the side among other delights. We do not want to be
like a hose with holes in it that cannot properly run a sprinkler for lack of pressure. We
do not want our love to escape through holes on the side. We know that to obtain the
kingdom of God, we must renounce all else, for this is how the buried treasure and the
pearl of great price are obtained (Matt. 13:44-46). We want the perfection that the rich
young man turned down, so we are willing to renounce all (Matt. 19:21). We want to
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lose our life in this world to save it with God, not to save our life in this world to lose it
with God (Mark 8:35). We want to hate our life in this world to keep it, not love it in this
world to lose it with God (John 12:25). We want the hard path of the few of life, not the
easy path of the many that leads to destruction (Matt. 7:13-14). We do not want to be
choked by thorns, which are the pleasures of the world (Luke 8:14). We seek the things
that are above, not those on earth (Col. 3:1-2), and so we only glory in the cross of Christ,
by which the world is crucified to us, and we to the world (Gal. 6:14). In short, we want
to renounce all to be a disciple of Christ, for “whoever of you does not renounce all that
he has cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33).
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The Rich Glutton in Hell
“There was a rich man, who was clothed in purple and fine linen and who feasted
sumptuously every day” (Luke 16:19).

Today we see a man who is completely wrongly oriented. He is rich and uses his riches
for his own pleasure, living an excessively luxurious life, “feasting sumptuously every
day” (Luke 16:19). Later we see him after his death in hell, tormented in its flames. This
is his punishment for having lived a life of pleasure. When he cried out to Abraham for
some relief from his torment, Abraham said, “Son, remember that you in your lifetime
received your good things” (Luke 16:25). He has already had his consolation, his reward,
his recompense, his good things during his lifetime here on earth in the pleasures in
which he lived. And he has forgotten God. He lived only for his own pleasure,
especially the pleasures of eating, and it seems that he has not helped other people, such
as the poor beggar Lazarus, with his money. That is why he is now being tormented in
hell.
Indeed, “it will be hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matt.
19:23). This is because he is surrounded by worldly pleasures and the delights of the
table and of the flesh, and it is very difficult for him to renounce them and live only for
God with all his heart, without dividing it among the pleasures that he has on all sides. In
fact, “it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter
the kingdom of God” (Matt. 19:24).
Yet it is possible for a rich person to enter the kingdom of God if he renounces the
pleasures of this world (Luke 14:33), lives a simple, plain, detached, and divested life
dedicated to God, and helps others with his wealth and material resources. There are
examples of this, like the wealthy patrician matron St. Paula, the disciple of St. Jerome,
who lived in great simplicity and evangelical poverty, using her vast fortune to help the
monks, the monasteries, and the poor. She did not use her great wealth for her own
pleasure, but lived a life of renunciation. St. Maximilian Kolbe is another example of
someone who lived in radical poverty, but spent great quantities of money on his spiritual
publications to help others with a word of life.
But, as Jesus says, it is very difficult, and apparently rare, for a rich person to live
like this and use his money correctly. There are too many temptations to do otherwise.
Therefore we find the numerous warnings in scripture about the danger of riches—
“unrighteous mammon,” as Jesus calls them (Luke 16:9, 11, 13). We cannot serve both
God and mammon (Matt. 6:24).
The rich glutton in today’s gospel is a good example of this danger into which
rich people fall—using their riches for their own pleasures, which divide their hearts so
that they do not love God with undivided hearts, with all their hearts. Jesus therefore
says, “Blessed are you poor, for yours is the kingdom of God” (Luke 6:20), and “Woe to
you that are rich, for you have received your consolation” (Luke 6:24). They have
already had their recompense in the pleasures and delicacies of this world. What more
can they expect then in the next life? They did not live as they should have lived in this
world, and do they now expect still more recompense after their death? “Come now, you
rich, weep and howl for the miseries that are coming upon you … You have lived on the
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earth in luxury and in pleasures; you have fattened your hearts in a day of slaughter”
(James 5:1, 5).
Amos warns us of the dangers of a life of pleasure. “Woe to those who are at ease
in Zion … Woe to those who lie upon beds of ivory … and eat lambs from the flock and
calves from the midst of the stall … who drink wine in bowls, and anoint themselves with
the finest oils … Therefore they shall now be the first of those to go into exile, and the
revelry of those who stretch themselves shall pass away” (Amos 6:1, 4, 6, 7). It is a life
of luxury and pleasure that is condemned. About those who live like this, Hosea says,
“When they had fed to the full, they were filled, and their heart was lifted up; therefore
they forgot me” (Hos. 13:6). And Moses says, “Jeshurun waxed fat, and kicked; you
waxed fat, you grew thick, you became sleek; then he forsook God who made him, and
scoffed at the Rock of his salvation” (Deut. 32:15).
We do not want to be like the seeds that fell among thorns, for “as they go on
their way they are choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life, and their fruit
does not mature” (Luke 8:14). Nor do we want to be like those who want to save their
lives in this world by worldly means, for they will lose their lives. It is far better to lose
our lives in this world for the love of God, and so save them (Mark 8:35).
This is the life of perfection to which Jesus invites everyone. There are also those
who are called to live this life of perfection in a still more radical way, renouncing even
marriage and family life to live a celibate life so that all the love of their hearts goes only
and directly to God without any division whatsoever. In order to live such a radical life
in an integral way, they should also renounce the other pleasures of life as well which
divide the heart, for what sense does it make to renounce marriage but lose the benefit of
this renunciation by dividing your heart with the delights of the table and with other
unnecessary worldly pleasures? Thus Jesus invites the rich young man to leave
everything of this world and follow him (Matt. 19:21), and he blesses those who have
“left house or wife or brothers or parents or children, for the sake of the kingdom of God”
(Luke 18:29). As a reward, they “will receive a hundredfold” (Matt. 19:29).
The rich glutton should have changed his way of living and used his wealth to
help others, instead of using it for his own pleasure. He could have begun with the poor
man Lazarus lying at his gate.
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Vanity of Vanities! All is Vanity
“Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of vanities! All is vanity. What does man
gain by all the toil at which he toils under the sun?” (Eccles. 1:2-3).

It is true that all man’s work in this world to make something of himself by increasing his
wealth, pleasures, and honors, and by making himself wise in the wisdom and knowledge
of this world is nothing but vanity—an empty pursuit. It is tiresome and a waste of time
and energy. “What does it profit a man, to gain the whole world and forfeit his life?”
(Mark 8:36). The devil took Jesus “to a very high mountain, and showed him all the
kingdoms of the world and the glory of them” and promised to give them all to him; but
Jesus refused the offer (Matt. 4:8).
All this effort, all this craving and work is deceitful. It is illusory, a deception, it
is passing, lacking in substance, in lasting reality, in truth, and in meaning. It is nothing
but avarice and greed. It is desire and endless craving for gain, pleasure, and the honors
and prestige of the world. And the Bible says, “Do you not know that friendship with the
world is enmity with God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes
himself an enemy of God” (James 4:4). All this craving cannot satisfy the human heart.
It is an illusion that wears him out and tires his spirit. It is actually the cause of his
suffering, for he is wrongly oriented and living incorrectly, not in accordance with God’s
will.
There is only one solution to this endless circle of vanity. It is renunciation, the
renunciation of the ascetic, the renunciation of Christians who leave and renounce the
world with its riches, pleasures, and honors, in order to serve only God with all their
hearts, with undivided hearts. Only one who does this can truly be a disciple of Jesus, for
“Whoever of you does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33).
We have risen with Christ. We should therefore leave this quest for the riches,
pleasures, and honors of the world, and instead seek true and lasting things. “If then you
have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the
right hand of God. Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on
earth” (Col. 3:1-2).
The solution to the preacher’s problem is to leave and renounce this endless
craving and questing after pleasure in created things and in human satisfactions. We
have to renounce a luxurious life and the work and desire to have a life of pleasure.
Losing our life in this way is the only way to find it (Mark 8:35). The first step in this
direction is to come to the realization that all is vanity. “Vanity of vanities! All is
vanity” (Eccles. 1:2). The solution then is to live ascetically, austerely, and simply—a
life of renunciation of the pleasures of the world—living detached and divested lives in
this world, living from now on for God, without division of heart. We should live for the
love of him in everything, serving one master only (Matt. 6:24). Only in this way can we
escape the sadness and vanity of life in this world of illusion and deception. “If there is
to be success in judging the things of God,” said St. John of the Cross, “the appetites and
satisfactions must be totally rejected” (Living Flame of Love 73).
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Christianity and Asian Religions
“The Son of man must suffer many things, and be rejected by the elders and chief priests
and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised” (Luke 9:22).

When we study Hinduism and Buddhism, we can be greatly impressed by their admirable
asceticism and renunciation of the world, by their hermits, forest dwellers, renouncers,
sadhus, and holy men, but the above gospel about Jesus’ saving death and resurrection is
a striking reminder of the importance of the Christian mission to the East and of the
blessings God has in store for them in Christ. In Christianity, there is a clear distinction
between God and man, usually denied in Eastern religions, but a distinction which is of
fundamental importance for a loving relationship to exist between God and man. To
have a relationship of love, there must be two separate, distinct beings who love each
other. To have a loving relationship with God, God and man must be separate and
distinct beings who love each other. If all things are one impersonal being, there can be
no love between God and man.
Christians furthermore teach the real existence of the soul, of the person, and of
the exterior world, which are also usually denied in Eastern religions. Christians do not
teach reincarnation, which it is the hope of both Hindus and Buddhists to escape by
means of asceticism and enlightenment. Jesus Christ is, moreover, God incarnate in an
actual historical person, as opposed to the unhistorical mythological gods of Hinduism.
But it is Christ’s death and resurrection that is his crowning gift to us. His death
gains for us the removal and just forgiveness of all our sins, and we rise in him to a new
life illuminated by the light of his resurrection. Here is God’s answer to man’s great
craving that our sins be forgiven and our guilt removed, so that we might live in peace
with ourselves and with God.
Having said this, we can continue studying and appreciating the great beauty and
piety that we find in Hinduism and Buddhism. Our faith and preaching of Christ will
only be enriched by this study and will become more universally intelligible and more
globally relevant—important today when sermons in English on websites are read around
the world. Truly we have much to learn from the striking asceticism of the East,
particularly today when so many Christians in the West have given up on asceticism and
renunciation of the world and its pleasures for the sake of completely dedicating
ourselves to God with an undivided heart in a relationship of love.
The foundation upon which our loving relationship with God is built is the
forgiveness of our sins, which we have in the death of Jesus Christ on the cross. If we are
not at peace with ourselves and with God in our hearts—being weighed down with guilt
and remorse—we will not be happy or able to grow in our devotion to God. Jesus gives
us the solution to this problem in his vicarious death on the cross, in which he carried our
sins and guilt and was punished for them by God instead of us. The result is an actual
and real experience of being forgiven and made new. Then we can live ascetically,
devoted to God alone with all the love of our hearts, and we can be inspired by the
beautiful ascetical spirit and practice we see in both Hinduism and Buddhism. It is clear
that Christianity definitely has a mission to the East, but the East also has a mission to us,
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especially to remind Westerners of the importance of asceticism, which so many among
us have forgotten and rejected in our day.
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The Life of the Cross
“‘Let these words sink into your ears; for the Son of man is to be delivered into the hands
of men.’ But they did not understand this saying, and it was concealed from them, that
they should not perceive it” (Luke 9:44-45).

The disciples did not understand the message of the cross, even though Jesus explained it
on various occasions. But after his death and resurrection, they understood the centrality
of this teaching. In fact, they came to understand that the cross is not only central to the
life of Jesus and to our salvation, but that it is also central to the way of life of a disciple.
They would remember that Jesus “said to all, ‘If any man would come after me, let him
deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me’” (Luke 9:23). The cross is
something we all have to take up every day if we want to follow Jesus. St. Paul tells us
that through the cross of Christ he is crucified to the world, and the world to him (Gal.
6:14). That is, he has left the world, has renounced the world and its ways. He has lost
and destroyed his life in this world for the love of Christ (Mark 8:35). He has hated his
life in this world for love of him (John 12:25). Hating his life in the world is renouncing
its pleasures, entertainments, and diversions. The result is that in doing so, he has found
his life. He now lives for Christ, and only for him, in everything. And he is our model—
we are to do the same.
The cross is also persecution. The Jews persecuted Jesus unto death on a cross.
St. Paul experienced this same persecution for his preaching. This will also be the life of
a true disciple of Jesus. Many will not be able to understand him and his way of life. A
person who has renounced the world and its pleasures to live only for God in everything
is very different from those who have not made such a renunciation, and they will not
understand him. They will think he is crazy because he is not like them, does not live
like them, and does not participate in their pleasures. Therefore they will judge, criticize,
and reject him. This too is part of the life of a disciple.
The very way of life of a true disciple is a participation in the cross. His
renunciation of the world, his asceticism, the simplicity of his life—all this is the cross.
It is a life modeled on the pattern of the cross. It is a sacrifice of love offered to God. In
such a life, one wants to divest oneself of all that can divide his heart. One does this to
love God with an undivided heart, with all his heart, which is Jesus’ first and most
important commandment (Mark 12:30).
This is for everyone. But there are also those who live even more radically.
These are the celibates, the religious, the monks, the priests, and those living an apostolic
life. The cross is their very life, their way of life. They no longer want to return to the
life of their youth. They have died to that. They now live only for God, and the cross is
their guide as to how to live. They understand that “youth and the dawn of life are
vanity” (Eccles. 11:10). In fact, “Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher; all is vanity”
(Eccles. 12:8). Only the life of the cross is not vanity.
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How We Will Be Judged
“Woe to you, Chorazin! woe to you, Bethsaida! for if the mighty works done in you had
been done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago, sitting in sackcloth and
ashes” (Luke 10:13).

Today Jesus curses the cities where he taught and worked so many miracles—Chorazin,
Bethsaida, and Capernaum. They should not think that they will be blessed just because
Jesus taught and worked miracles in them. Their response to his miracles and teachings
is what is important, and he found it inadequate. Therefore “it shall be more tolerable in
the judgment for Tyre and Sidon than for you,” he tells them (Luke 10:14). Tyre and
Sidon were pagan cities. And even more strikingly Jesus says to Capernaum, “I tell you
that it shall be more tolerable on the day of judgment for the land of Sodom than for you”
(Matt. 11:24, 23). Sodom was notoriously evil, but because they had less revelation, their
judgment will be less severe.
And what will Jesus say of us who have had his full revelation? And we who are
priests or religious have, in addition, received the call to a radical life of perfection, to
live only and exclusively for him, renouncing even marriage and a human family for the
sake of the kingdom of God, that we might love him completely, without any division of
heart. Therefore the judgment will be all the more severe for us who have received, seen,
heard, and experienced so much. Our response is to be proportionately more generous
and complete, in accord with what we have received.
Do we therefore live in a way that is faithful to our call and vocation, or do we
simply uncritically imitate those around us? Do we follow our ideals, or do we rather
imitate the lifestyle of the world? Do we live lives of sacrifice or lives of indulgence in
the pleasures of the world which divide our hearts? Do we provide an example for the
world, or does the world provide the example that we follow? Do we do what we know
to be right, or do we just follow the deviations and worldliness of those around us? Do
we have the courage to live by our convictions, or do we only do what everybody else is
doing? Do we follow what we know to be the will of God, or do we just go along with
the current? Do we go against the current when it is necessary to do the will of God, or
do we just go along with it even though we know it is wrong? Do we bear witness to
Christ and to his call before others, or are we ashamed of him and of his call before
others? Are our lives filled with the pleasures, entertainments, diversions, delicacies, and
styles of the world, or do we live true lives of renunciation of the world and its pleasures,
fashions, and styles in order to love God with all our hearts?
How will we be judged on the last day? Have we really responded as we should,
or have we just followed the styles and ways around us? Are we aware of what is really
going on, or are we blind to it, being ourselves part of the problem instead of being part
of the solution? Will we be exalted to the heavens or cast down to Hades on judgment
day? The choice is ours.
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Evangelical Poverty
And the Blessed Poor of the Lord
“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with
all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself” (Luke 10:27).

This is the first and second commandment of Jesus (Mark 12:30-31), and he tells us that
“There is no other commandment greater than these” (Mark 12:31).
To actually live this way is to live radically. It means that we are to use all our
strength and energy to love God. St. Francis of Assisi followed this first commandment
in a radical way, even to the point of literally taking off all his clothes in a public place in
front of the bishop, his father, and the people of the town. He gave his clothes back to his
father and walked away stark naked, resolved henceforth to serve but God alone with all
his heart and soul, time and energy.
Jesus said, “If you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the
poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me” (Matt. 19:21). St.
Francis did this in a literal and radical way, embracing evangelical poverty, wedding
Lady Poverty. He wanted all the love of his heart to focus from then on directly on God
without any deviation.
How easily the human heart is divided among the delights, delicacies, and
pleasures of the world. Francis knew this and wanted henceforth to avoid this division of
the love of his heart. He knew that seeds sown in the midst of thorns “are chocked by the
cares and riches and pleasures of life, and their fruit does not mature” (Luke 8:14). He
wanted to avoid this and serve but one master only, not both God and mammon, which is
impossible (Matt. 6:24). He wanted to have but one treasure only, not many (Matt. 6:1921). He wanted to be one of the blessed poor of the Lord, to whom belongs the kingdom
of God (Matt. 5:3).
Those who leave all, as St. Francis did, are the true blessed of the Lord, the
anawim, the poor of Yahweh, those leading a life of perfection. They are dead to the
world, crucified to the world. For them, the world with its pleasures, delights, and
delicacies is dead. They have been crucified to it, as was St. Paul and can say with him,
“Far be it from me to glory except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the
world has been crucified to me, and I to the world” (Gal. 6:14).
This is the life of perfection, the way of St. Francis, the way of the saints. This is
the way of heroic virtue, as we find it in the lives of the saints. Not everyone who
follows Jesus takes this way of the saints, but yes, there are some who do take this path
with all their hearts. All are called to perfection (Matt. 5:48; Luke 14:26, 33), and the
saints are those who respond to this call in a radical and literal way. It is not enough just
to be a monk or a religious or a priest. Jesus calls us to perfection, to live our vocation in
a radical and literal way. He wants us to live from now on only for him, leaving all else
behind to live in evangelical poverty, like the anawim, the blessed poor of the Lord.
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A Life of Prayer and Contemplation
“And will not God vindicate his elect, who cry to him day and night? Will he delay long
over them? I tell you, he will vindicate them speedily” (Luke 18:7-8).

Prayer is central to the Christian life. A Christian is a person who prays, who is in
constant communication with God, and who organizes his day to have specific times for
prayer, meditation, spiritual reading, lectio divina, spiritual study, the divine office, mass,
silent prayer, and contemplation. But in addition to these special times of prayer and
spiritual exercises, a Christian should pray at all times (1 Thess. 5:17) and offer many
short prayers during the day. Today’s parable of the widow and the unjust judge teaches
us the importance of always praying for what we need without losing heart. The widow
in this parable, who continually goes to an unjust judge to plead her case, is at last
vindicated by him because of her impertinence and insistence. Jesus uses her as an
example of how we are to pray always. If we pray in this way, we will be heard and
vindicated. “Will not God vindicate his elect, who cry out to him day and night?” (Luke
18:7).
Saint Paul tells us, “Pray constantly” (1 Thess. 5:17). We should therefore always
try to be in communion and communication with God. To do this, our lives must be
always oriented toward God in our way of living, and we should love him with all our
heart.
God even invites some to live a radical life of loving only him, and of having no
other loves in this world. This is the most radical form of the life of perfection, the
highest form of human life. It is a religious and consecrated life, a celibate, monastic,
and apostolic life. It is a life of prayer par excellence. In such a life, one has neither
human spouse nor family. He has renounced marriage and family life, the householder’s
life, for a life with God. One makes this renunciation in order to respond to the call of
God to live only for him without any division of heart. One who lives this way lives a
life of prayer. Such a life is in itself a contemplative life. There are also those who even
renounce all exterior apostolate to live in silence and solitude, to live more intimately
with God, more contemplatively, occupying themselves in silent and solitary work, which
they can do in their cells, recollected in God, such as silent manual or intellectual work;
for example, spiritual study and the writing of sermons and other spiritual writings for the
good of the Church.
One who is called to live this kind of contemplative and monastic life tries to live
in silence and solitude with God in constant prayer in addition to his specific times of
prayer, spiritual reading, spiritual study, and contemplation. It is important that the whole
of his life be oriented in this way—contemplatively. He thereof lives austerely in every
aspect of his life. He observes great simplicity in his food. Monks should give us a good
example of this, renouncing meat, and many of them also renouncing unnecessary
pleasure in food, renouncing such things as seasoning, fried foods, and things made of
sugar or artificial sweeteners and white flour, thus eliminating all delicacies, such as pies,
cakes, cookies, ice-cream, etc.
In other aspects of contemplative living as well, monks should give us a good
example, living as they do within a monastic enclosure without going out, always
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dressing religiously in their monastic habits, which express their renunciation of secular
values and a worldly lifestyle, renouncing even secular dress. Their habits also
symbolize their complete dedication to God alone, to love only him in this deep way in
this world, renouncing all other loves. Who cannot but learn from such love and such a
radical way of life?
Monks also renounce movies, television, radio, worldly
entertainments, and sports in order to live in silence and recollection with undivided
hearts in their love for God. Even active religious and those living an apostolic life can
learn from this to guard their hearts more rigorously, renouncing a secularized lifestyle
and worldly living to dedicate themselves totally to God, loving only him in this world
and occupying themselves with their apostolate.
There are many forms of prayer. There is prayer that uses words, such as the
divine office; and there is prayer without words. To practice silent prayer without words,
we may begin with a short prayer constantly repeated, such as the Jesus prayer, which
focuses us on God and reduces distractions. This prepares us to enter into silent or
apophatic prayer (“without words”) and contemplation, in which we can enter into
profound communion with God.
It is important to have a life full of interior prayer. This greatly helps the world.
It raises its spiritual level. It unites us to God, transforms and sanctifies us, illuminates
and divinizes us.
The Bible teaches us that we are to live a life of prayer. We are to be “constant in
prayer” (Rom. 12:12). “Pray constantly” (1Thess. 5:17). “Have no anxiety about
anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your
requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which passes all understanding,
will keep your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 4:6-7). “Pray at all times in
the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication. To that end keep alert with all perseverance,
making supplication for all the saints” (Eph. 6:18). “The end of all things is at hand;
therefore keep sane and sober for your prayers” (1 Pet. 4:7). “Take heed, watch and pray;
for you do not know when the time will come” (Mark 13:33).
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The Heavenly Life
“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ,
with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places” (Eph. 1:3).

In Christ, through our faith in him, we a have new life, our sins are forgiven through his
blood poured out for us in sacrifice on the cross, and we now live a risen and even
ascended life with him in the heavenly places. God “blessed us in Christ … in the
heavenly places” (Eph. 1:3). God, “even when we were dead through our trespasses,
made us alive together with Christ (by grace you have been saved), and raised us up with
him, and made us sit with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus” (Eph. 2:5-6). As a
result, we now have a new life in him. Not only did Christ suffer our punishment for our
sins in his death on the cross, thus satisfying divine justice, but God also raised us up
together with him to live a new and risen life in him, even an ascended life, for he “made
us sit with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus” (Eph. 2:6). We should therefore
begin living a heavenly life even now—as much as we can—with Christ shining in our
hearts, having freed us from all our sins and from the burden of our guilt by his blood.
Indeed, “In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses,
according to the riches of his grace” (Eph. 1:7).
What is this heavenly life like, this new life which is, in a sense, already in heaven
with Christ? It is a life of love. It is like a marriage with Christ, like a nuptial bond,
which makes all the difference in the world in the quality of our lives. And it is even
better if we can live out this nuptial bond in a radically exclusive way, excluding from
our lives all other deep and intimate loves in order to love him alone in this world. Thus
we will have a truly exclusive marriage relationship with Jesus Christ, excluding even a
human spouse. This is the most radical form of this new life.
Nowadays there are far fewer people than previously who want to live this way—
exclusively for Jesus Christ with all the love of their heart, with hearts undivided in their
love for him. This is the celibate life, and for lack of celibate vocations, our religious
orders, congregations, and societies of apostolic life are dying today in many countries.
We therefore need to put new emphasis on this type of life today and revive our
appreciation of it.
St. Paul says, “Our citizenship is in heaven” (Phil. 3:20 NKJV), and “If then you
have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the
right hand of God. Set your mind on things that are above, not on things that are on
earth” (Col. 3:1-2). If we are going to live in an exclusive nuptial bond with Christ, we
should love him alone in every aspect of our lives, no longer seeking our pleasures here
below, but only in him, in the things that are above, where he is. This is a radically new
way of living in this world. It is an ascetical life, which can lead us even to a mystical
life of great personal experience of God in our whole being.
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Confessing or Denying Christ before Men
“I tell you, every one who acknowledges me before men, the Son of man also will
acknowledge before the angels of God; but he who denies me before men will be denied
before the angels of God” (Luke 12:8-9).

As Christians, we are called to confess, not deny Christ before men. We confess Christ
before men by our way of living and by our preaching. We can also deny him by our
way of living and by our way of preaching. We deny him because of fear, love for
worldly pleasures, and ignorance of basic Christian doctrine. St. Paul says, “They
profess to know God, but they deny him by their deeds” (Titus 1:16).
If we live a life of perfection, loving God with all our hearts, without dividing
them among the pleasures of the world, we are confessing Christ before men, for they
will see our good works and glorify God (Matt. 5:16). In living this way, we not only
purify our souls to be united ever more intimately with God, but we also help others with
the witness of our lives, confessing Christ before them.
Many, however, fail to give this testimony because of love of worldly pleasures
instead of living only for God in every aspect of their lives. They live for the pleasures
and entertainments of the world and divide their hearts among them. They serve more
than one master (Matt. 6:24) and have more than one treasure (Matt. 6:19-21). They are
like seeds sown among thorns that choke them, and they do not bear fruit (Luke 8:14).
They have not renounced all for God to get the buried treasure and the pearl of great price
(Matt. 13:44-46). They have already had their consolation in the delights of this world—
“Woe to you that are rich, for you have received your consolation” (Luke 6:24). They
have not lost their lives in this world for the love of Christ, but have saved them in a
worldly way, and so lose them with God (Mark 8:35). They have not hated their lives in
this world to keep them for eternal life, but have loved them, and so lose them with God
(John 12:25). They are not crucified to the world, and the world to them (Gal. 6:14).
They have not chosen the narrow and hard way of the few of life, but the comfortable
way of the many that leads to destruction (Matt. 7:13-14).
But those who renounce the world for the love of God will be blessed. If they are
priests or religious, they can confess Christ before men even by the way they dress—in
clerical or religious dress—that reminds everyone who sees them of God.
In our preaching too, we should confess Christ before men. But many, through
ignorance, do not know the doctrine of salvation through the vicarious death of Jesus
Christ on the cross and therefore do not give a clear witness to the Christian faith and to
the saving work of Christ in their preaching. In a sense, they deny Christ before men by
their way of preaching, hiding the doctrine that saves. But if we proclaim that Christ
saved us by his death on the cross, suffering our punishment for our sins to free us from
this punishment, we truly confess Christ before men, and he will acknowledge us before
the angels of God.
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Humbling Ourselves to Be Exalted by God
“Every one who exalts himself will be humbled, but he who humbles himself will be
exalted” (Luke 18:14).

Jesus Christ reverses human values. For him, the first are last; and the last first (Matt.
19:30). If we want to be first with him, we have to make ourselves last in this world.
The Beatitudes are the reversal of every human value. The poor are blessed, and the rich
cursed. Those who are hungry, who weep, and who are hated in this world for the sake
of Christ will be greatly rewarded in heaven, and the kingdom of God shall be theirs;
while those who are rich, full, who laugh, and are well-spoken of by all are cursed (Luke
6:20-26). The publican who accuses himself as a sinner is justified, while the Pharisee
who exults in his righteousness is cast aside.
If we want to advance before God, we have to humble ourselves before him, as
did the publican in the parable who stood far from the altar in the temple and “would not
even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me a
sinner!’” (Luke 18:13). God is the one who justifies and exalts us in the kingdom of
heaven. The scriptures teach us what we should do to be justified and exalted by God.
We have to make ourselves poor before him in this world. We have to live poorly, in
evangelical poverty, and not in the pleasures of the world. We should be without
attachments in this world, divested and apart from its pleasures. Our lives should be
simple and humble, lives of renunciation of this world’s delights. Thus we will be one of
the blessed poor of the Lord, the anawim, who live only for God and have no other
happiness but him. Then the kingdom of God will be ours (Matt. 5:3), for “the prayer of
the humble pierces the clouds” (Sir. 35:17).
We will furthermore be blessed if every day we do what the publican did, humbly
accusing ourselves as sinners before God. We should admit our sins and imperfections
everyday, renounce them, repent, and confess them. He who does this, will go down to
his house justified. God is pleased seeing us beating our breast repentantly, saying,
“God, be merciful to me a sinner!” (Luke 18:13). He who humbles himself like this will
be exalted.
Christ came to justify (make righteous) sinners who repent and humbly beg
forgiveness. He serves our death sentence for our sins in his death on the cross, and if we
believe in him with humility and repentance, we will be saved, forgiven, and justified.
We will have a new life with his happiness in our hearts. “Humble yourselves before the
Lord and he will exalt you” (James 4:10).
The scriptures teach us that this is the attitude we should have if we want to live
well with God. We are to humbly seek him in our need and when we have sinned or
fallen into some imperfection that depresses us with guilt. We should humbly confess
our sins or imperfections and repent before him. Then he will hear and forgive us, and
rejoice our hearts. Then we can say, “I sought the Lord, and he answered me, and
delivered me from all my fears” (Ps. 34:4). “This poor man cried, and the Lord heard
him, and saved him out of all his troubles” (Ps. 34:6). “When the righteous cry for help,
the Lord hears, and delivers them out of all their troubles. The Lord is near to the broken
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hearted, and saves the crushed in spirit. Many are the afflictions of the righteous; but the
Lord delivers him out of them all” (Ps. 34:17-19).
This experience will be ours if we humble ourselves like this, confessing our
faults before God every day and begging his forgiveness through Jesus Christ. St. Paul
has full confidence in God in the midst of his imprisonment. “The Lord will rescue me
from every evil and save me for his heavenly kingdom” (2 Tim. 4:18). We should have
the same confidence.
Not only do we have to humble ourselves to be forgiven for our sins, but we
should live a humble life all the time. “When you give a dinner or a banquet,” Jesus said,
“do not invite your friends or your brothers or your kinsmen or rich neighbors, lest they
also invite you in return, and you be repaid. But when you give a feast, invite the poor,
the maimed, the lame, the blind, and you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you.
You will be repaid at the resurrection of the just” (Luke 14:12-14).
We should not give banquets for our friends, but rather renounce such
entertainments. If we want to give a banquet, we should give it for the poor. We
ourselves should live poorly and eat like the poor—all for the love of God, to be the
blessed poor of the Lord, the anawim who live only for God and find all their happiness
only in him and in his work, not in the banquets and entertainments of the world.
The life of a disciple should be modeled according to the pattern of the cross,
which is negation of ourselves in this world for the love of God “If any man would come
after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me” (Luke 9:23).
We are to be crucified to the world, and the world to us (Gal. 6:14), serving only one
master, not God and mammon—the riches and pleasures of the world (Matt. 6:24). This
is the hard way of life of the few (Matt. 7:13-14), the way of hating and losing our lives
in this world for the love of God (John 12:25; Mark 8:35), to love him with all our hearts,
with undivided hearts.
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A Life of Radical Renunciation
“Do you think that I have come to give peace on earth? No, I tell you, but rather
division; for henceforth in one house there will be five divided, three against two and two
against three” (Luke 12:51-52).

Jesus came to bring peace on earth, true peace in the heart, peace with God, peace with
ourselves, and peace with our neighbor. So sang the angels at his birth, “Glory to God in
the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men” (Luke 2:14 KJV).
Yet Jesus’ call to perfection (Matt. 19:21), especially in its literal and radical
form—to leave all, including parents, wife, and children (Luke 18:29)—causes
dissension and division in families. Those who make such a renunciation live in a
completely new way and can no longer live with their families, for their lives are utterly
different. They renounce all the normal pleasures and entertainments of the world that
they once lived in with their families and that their families still live in. Their two ways
of life have become mutually incompatible. They now seek to live for God alone in
every aspect of their life without any division of heart. They have renounced the
householder life and a secular lifestyle for a totally new way of living in the world. They
can no longer return to their former lifestyle. They have made a complete break with
their past and with their former way of living. The life they now live is modeled on the
cross. They deny themselves (Luke 9:23). They lose their lives in this world to find
them in God (Matt. 10:39). They follow the radical form of Jesus’ call to perfection
when he said, “Truly, I say to you, there is no man who has left house or wife or brothers
or parents or children, for the sake of the kingdom of God, who will not receive manifold
more in this time, and in the age to come eternal life” (Luke 18:29-30).
Those who have made this renunciation in a thoroughgoing way no longer live as
they once did. They have left their families for a completely new and different form of
life. One who lives this new life in an integral way without compromise cannot go back
to take up again what he has left and renounced. He cannot again take up a secular
lifestyle. Only by not turning back can one remain faithful to his call to leave all for God
in every aspect of his life. One who goes back and forth between his new and old way of
life has not yet matured in his vocation, or more likely has not yet truly begun to live a
life of renunciation in an integral and radical way. His life has not really changed all that
much, and so he sees no contradiction in returning to take up again the way of life he was
supposed to have left. He never really left it.
But a radical life of perfection cannot be lived in this way. One must leave
forever the delights of the world, put his hand to the plow and not look back; otherwise
he is not fit for the kingdom of God (Luke 9:62). To obtain the buried treasure, which is
the kingdom of God, we must sell all that we have (Matt. 13:44), live henceforth for only
one master (Matt. 6:24), and be crucified to the world, and the world to us (Gal. 6:14). It
is this radical call to perfection that causes division in families.
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Repent or You Will Be Cut Down
“Lo, these three years I have come seeking fruit on this fig tree, and I find none. Cut it
down; why should it use up the ground? (Luke 13:7).

This fig tree is Israel—it is also us. Jesus expects to find fruit in his people and in his
disciples. He gives us time, but if we do not repent, we will be cut down. He also said,
“Unless you repent you will all likewise perish” (Luke 13:3). On another occasion,
“seeing a fig tree by the wayside he went to it, and found nothing on it but leaves only.
And he said to it, ‘May no fruit ever come from you again!’ And the fig tree withered at
once” (Matt. 21:19). The fig tree is a symbol of Israel, which will be cursed for not
bearing fruit. St. John the Baptist says the same: “Even now the axe is laid to the root of
the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into
the fire” (Matt. 3:10). So it will also be done to us if we do not bear good fruit, such as
God expects of us. God planted a vineyard and expected it to yield good grapes, but in
only produced wild grapes. “Now I will tell you what I will do to my vineyard. I will
remove its hedge, and it shall be devoured; I will break down its wall, and it shall be
trampled down. I will make it a waste” (Isa. 5:5-6).
There is one message in all of this: God expects to see good fruit in us. He
expects us to live according to his will. If we do not, we will be cut down. We are the
salt of the earth. We are not to let our salt lose its taste. If it does, we are “no longer
good for anything except to be thrown out and trodden under foot by men” (Matt. 5:13).
We are also the light of the world (Matt. 5:14). So you should “be blameless and
innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and perverse
generation, among whom you shine as lights in the world” (Phil. 2:15).
If, furthermore, we have been called to a life of radical perfection, and have
committed ourselves to it by vows, oath, or ordination, how should we then live in this
world?—like everyone else? If we do, then we are bearing wild grapes, and we will be
devoured and trampled down, cut down and perish. Our function in the world is not to
imitate the secular lifestyle of the world around us, but to give an example to the world
by the witness of our lives, which should be very different from the world. If we do not
renounce a secular lifestyle, we will not bear the fruit expected of us. Our way of living
should be our primary and most important sermon. Our sermons will have no effect if
our life is no more than an imitation of the lifestyle of the world. Something more is
expected of us—a life of radical perfection, a life in which it is obvious to all that we live
only for God and his work with all our hearts, without any division of heart, having
renounced all else, the pleasures of the world, a life according to the disordered desires of
the flesh.
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Now You Are Light in the Lord
“Once you were darkness, but now you are light in the Lord” (Eph. 5:8).

This is the difference which Christ makes in us. He has freed us from darkness and
brought us into the light (Col. 1:12-13). Before we knew Christ, that is, before we
matured in our faith, we were in darkness, far from God, full of sins, walking in
ignorance, in the desires of the flesh, living for the pleasures of the body and of the
world. We did not know the things of the light, the things of God, of purity, of grace.
We did not know the forgiveness of sins and the new life in the light that Christ brought
into the world and gives us through his death on the cross. Nor did we know the new
light of his resurrection or the newness of life of those who rise with him through faith
(Rom. 6:4).
But now all of this has changed. Our life is different because of knowing Jesus
Christ, who frees us from the depression caused by our sins, removing from us our
burden of guilt and illuminating our spirits. His light rejoices our hearts, filling them
with light. We now have new desires, having renounced the disordered desires of the
flesh. We no longer follow the flesh, but the Spirit, seeking now the things that are
above, and no longer those of the earth (Col. 3:1-2).
It is the blood of Christ, poured out in sacrifice, which made us new and put us in
the light. Indeed, “Now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought
near in the blood of Christ” (Eph. 2:13). So it is because “Christ loved us and gave
himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God” (Eph. 5:2), and “we have been
sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all” (Heb. 10:10). His
death saved us from the curse of God for our sins (Gal. 3:10), having accepted in himself
this curse on the cross (Gal. 3:13), suffering it for us, instead of us, thus satisfying divine
justice on our behalf and setting us free.
Through this sacrifice, we are now in the light, and he wants us to walk in his
light and spread it throughout the world through our preaching and the example of our
new lives in him. “I am the light of the world,” he says; “he who follows me will not
walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” (John 8:12).
And how should we then live if we are in his light? We should have renounced
the endless quest after pleasure, which is the lifestyle of the world. We have been
redeemed from all this by Christ, for “you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited
from your fathers … with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without
blemish or spot” (1 Pet. 1:18-19). Rather we should now live for the things that are
above, where Christ is (Col. 3:1-2), and walk in his light, “because the darkness is
passing away and the true light is already shining” (1 John 2:8). In the incarnation, “the
true light that enlightens every man was coming into the world” (John 1:9) to make us
sons of light (1 Thess. 5:5). Therefore “Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the
glory of the Lord has risen upon you” (Isa. 60:1).
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Jesus Calls Us to Radical Conversion
“And Zacchaeus stood and said to the Lord, ‘Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to
the poor; and if I have defrauded any one of anything, I restore it fourfold” (Luke 19:8).

Here we see dramatically illustrated the mercy of God toward all his creatures, even to a
tax collector like Zacchaeus. We can begin to think that God does not love us because
we are not perfect all the time in everything. But today Jesus reveals that he loves and
seeks out sinners, those who are lost and far from God. Jesus calls them, and if they
show interest in him, he saves them and transforms them into new men, forgiving their
sins. Zacchaeus showed great interest in Jesus, even to the point of climbing a tree to see
him. And when Jesus saw him and called him, “he made haste and came down, and
received him joyfully” into his home (Luke 19:6). And not only that, but he also said,
“Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor; and if I have defrauded any one of
anything, I restore it fourfold” (Luke 19:8).
We see here a tremendous transformation in Zacchaeus, which came over him
through the presence of Jesus in his home. The interest in Jesus that he showed was
rewarded by Jesus publicly calling him by name when he was in the tree, “Zacchaeus,
make haste and come down; for I must stay at your house today” (Luke 19:5). This was a
great honor for Zacchaeus. The famous preacher, Jesus, was going to stay at his house!
Zacchaeus was filled with joy and gladly welcomed him, and was immediately converted,
deciding then and there to renounce half of his goods and give them to the poor. Jesus’
staying in his home instantaneously converted him, and Zacchaeus began to be a new
man, putting off the old man (Eph. 4:22-24).
We should not think that Jesus only loves the righteous. Rather, sinners can
expect to receive much from him if only they show an interest in him, as did Zacchaeus.
Then he will call us and stay in our homes and in our hearts, filling them with light, and
inspiring us to radically change our way of living.
But we also see that God works gradually too, correcting, forming, and guiding us
little by little. He allowed Zacchaeus to grow to manhood and become a chief tax
collector in Jericho and become very rich. Then at last when Zacchaeus showed interest
in Jesus, even to the point of climbing a tree to see him, Jesus converted him on the spot
and transformed him.
What interest in Jesus should we show to be transformed like this by him? One
can be a Christian for many years and still not be converted and radically transformed as
Zacchaeus was by this dramatic encounter with Jesus. One can even be a priest or a
religious or even a monk and still not be radically converted and transformed by Jesus, as
was Zacchaeus at this moment. What we need is the touch of Jesus in our hearts, and we
need to be receptive to this touch and accept it, as Zacchaeus welcomed Jesus.
Then we must make a radical decision for the future to change our lifestyle in this
world—we must decide that from now on we will live completely for Jesus with all our
heart and life, in everything that we do, renouncing all else. This means that we will use
our money and goods in the future only for God and for the things and work of God, and
for the poor, no longer for our own personal pleasures, no longer for our own
entertainments. This means to live poorly from now on, embracing evangelical poverty,
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and renouncing the pleasures and the delights of this world. This is, in short, a new way
of living in the world, which requires the renunciation of a secular and worldly style of
living, of eating, of dressing, and of spending our time. This means that from now on, we
are new men (Eph. 4:22-24), a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17; Gal. 6:15; Rev. 21:5), and that
we now live only for God in every aspect of our lives in order to love him with all our
hearts, without any division, with radically undivided hearts.
This is the transformation that Jesus Christ wants to work in us. In this way, we
will serve only one master, not many, which is impossible (Matt. 6:24). This way, we
will lose our life in this world in order to find it (Mark 8:35). Thus we will be last in this
world, but first with God (Matt. 19:30).
How merciful God is in allowing us to live to this point in our lives when we can
make this decision and undergo this conversion! How good he is not to have destroyed
us long ago in our sins! He gives us this new opportunity to respond to his grace and
love. Such is God. “Thou art merciful to all … and thou dost overlook men’s sins, that
they may repent” (Wis. 11:23).
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The Universal Call to Holiness
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:3).

On All Saints Day, we honor all those who lived holy lives here on earth and are now
with God in heaven. All are called to holiness and perfection. “You, therefore, must be
perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt. 5:48). This was directed to everyone,
not just to the apostles. All are called to live the cross and the beatitudes, not just monks,
religious, and celibates. It is not that only monks and religious are called to a life of
sacrifice, austerity, and asceticism, while everyone else is called to a life of selfindulgence, pleasure, and entertainment. All are called to deny themselves and live the
cross: “If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily
and follow me” (Luke 9:23). The way of holiness is one, and it is for all. It is the narrow
and hard way of life, not the broad and easy way of the world (Matt. 7:13-14).
Unfortunately only a few choose the way of life, but all are called to it—married
householders as well as monks, celibates, and religious.
When Zacchaeus said, “‘Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor’ …
Jesus said to him, ‘Today salvation has come to this house’” (Luke 19:8-9). When Jesus
saw how Zacchaeus was transformed, renouncing half of his goods for the poor,
embracing evangelical poverty, he said that Zacchaeus had experienced salvation. He
chose the narrow and hard way of life, to live no more for his own pleasure but for God
and the poor, renouncing a self-indulgent life for one of sacrifice of self to God for
others. He made himself one of the blessed poor of the Lord, for whom God is their only
happiness, having lost and renounced everything else. Indeed, “Today salvation has
come to this house” (Luke 19:9).
We live in an ever more secularized and self-indulgent world, ever more
dedicated to pleasure and to self. The Christian is called to renounce this secular
lifestyle. Married householders are called to create holy homes to combat the secularism
of the world and live lives of sacrifice, of the cross, and of the beatitudes, as the poor of
the Lord—the anawim. Blessed indeed are those who renounce the pleasures of the
world to live a simple, austere, ascetical, poor, and holy life, and be witnesses of holiness
for all, loving God with all their hearts, undivided by the world’s pleasures. We are not
to live for our stomachs or for our shame, as many do. They “live as enemies of the cross
of Christ. Their end is destruction, their god is the belly, and they glory in their shame,
with minds set on earthly things. But our commonwealth is in heaven, and from it we
await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will change our lowly body to be like his
glorious body” (Phil. 3:18-21). “And everyone who thus hopes in him purifies himself as
he is pure” (1 John 3:3). This is what we are called to do: to live the cross and the
beatitudes and become saints.
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Anticipating the Life of the Resurrection
“The sons of this age marry and are given in marriage; but those who are accounted
worthy to attain to that age and to the resurrection from the dead neither marry nor are
given in marriage, for they cannot die any more, because they are equal to angels and are
sons of God, being sons of the resurrection” (Luke 20:34-36).

As we approach the end of the liturgical year, our attention begins to be focused on the
end of the world, the Parousia of our Lord Jesus Christ on the clouds of heaven, and the
world of the resurrection, when we will receive our risen bodies and live forever with
Christ in the new Jerusalem, city of splendor and light.
Here Jesus talks about the world of the resurrection on the last day. He says that
our life then will be very different than now. We will die no more, and so there will be
no further need for marriage to procreate. There they do not marry, “for they cannot die
any more, because they are equal to angels” (Luke 20:36). Marriage is only for this
present world. It will end when this world ends. In the world of the resurrection, we will
be like angels, no longer procreating. There will be neither sexual relations nor marriage
in the new Jerusalem, the new world of the resurrection at the end of this present world.
All will be celibates in the resurrection.
Celibacy now is an anticipation of the world of the resurrection. It is an
eschatological sign, a sign ahead of time of the last day and of what it will be like then.
Those who are celibate now are signs and reminders for all of their future state—they are
like a mirror reflecting for the whole Church its future condition, when all who reach the
world of the resurrection will be celibate, with radically undivided hearts in their love for
God, not divided even by the love for a human spouse within the Christian sacrament of
matrimony. Those who are now celibate—monks, religious, and priests—anticipate
ahead of time in this present world the life of the resurrection, and so they are a mirror for
the whole Church of the final goal of all.
Those who are celibate try—or should try—to live an angelic life now ahead of
time in this world. They are already like angels in the sense that they “neither marry nor
are given in marriage” (Luke 20:35). They try to live in a radical and literal way the first
and most important commandment of Jesus, to “love the Lord your God with all your
heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength” (Mark
12:30). Those who live this way already in this world should live their celibacy in an
integral and consistent way. That is, they should not only not divide their hearts with a
human spouse or a female friend, but they should also not divide their hearts with other
worldly pleasures.
If they do not guard their hearts like this in an integral and consistent way in every
aspect of their lives, they will not enjoy the full advantage of their celibacy. They should
live an austere and ascetical life, renouncing all the delights of the world and of the table,
eating simply and austerely, only what is necessary to sustain life and health, sacrificing
all delicacies. Monks should give us a good example in this, living, as they do, within
monastic enclosures, separated from the world, not going outside of their cloisters, eating
ascetically, and without meat, renouncing television, movies, radio, and sports. Such is
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the monastic life, correctly, radically, consistently, and integrally lived. These people
should give an example to the whole Church of a holy life, focused exclusively on God.
Celibates, by living Jesus’ first and most important commandment in a radial way,
give an example to animate and inspire everyone else to also live the cross and the
beatitudes, and this includes married householders and parents of families. It is not that
only monks and celibates are called to a life of sacrifice, while everyone else is called to a
life of self-indulgence, pleasure, and entertainment. All are called to sanctity and to a life
of perfection (Matt. 5:48), to live the cross and to embrace evangelical poverty, to be the
blessed poor of the Lord, the anawim, who live only for God with all their heart.
“Blessed are you poor, for yours is the kingdom of heaven” (Luke 6:20). These words
were directed to everyone. All should deny themselves and carry the cross. “If any man
would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me”
(Luke 9:23). All are called to renounce the pleasures of the world to live a simple, plain,
unadorned life for God alone with all their heart, with an undivided heart—the married as
well as celibates—although celibates are an inspiring model for all, for they do this in a
much more radical and literal way way. Thus all will be ready for the glory that awaits
us in the world of the resurrection, in the new Jerusalem.
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How to Be Guiltless
On the Day of Our Lord Jesus Christ
“Many, of whom I have often told you and now tell you even with tears, live as enemies
of the cross of Christ. Their end is destruction, their god is the belly, and they glory in
their shame, with minds set on earthly things” (Phil. 3:18-19).

As Christians, we are called to more than this. We should love God with all our heart,
soul, mind, and strength (Mark 12:30). “Our commonwealth is in heaven, and from it we
await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ” (Phil. 3:20). We have risen with Christ and
therefore should “seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand
of God” (Col. 3:1). So “Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on
earth” (Col. 3:2). It is impossible to serve God, as we ought, and at the same time serve
the pleasures and riches of the world. No one can serve two masters—God and mammon
(Matt. 6:24).
Since we will be like God when Christ appears in his glory (1 John 3:2), we
should purify ourselves now, for “every one who thus hopes in him purifies himself as he
is pure” (1 John 3:3). We should be in a process of purification, preparing ourselves for
our future transformation in glory. We should conform ourselves to the image of Christ
(Rom. 8:29) and be transformed from glory to glory, for “we all, with unveiled face,
beholding the glory of the Lord, are being changed into his likeness from one degree of
glory to another; for this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit” (2 Cor. 3:18). In loving
God with all our heart and in contemplating him, we are transformed into his likeness if
our way of living is consistent with our love.
God “raised us up with him [Christ], and made us sit with him in the heavenly
places in Christ Jesus” (Eph. 2:6). We should therefore live a risen, and even an
ascended life in the sense that we now seek the things that are above, and no longer those
that are on earth; serve only one master, not many masters in the pleasures of the world;
have one treasure only, which is in heaven (Matt. 6:19-21); and love God with all our
heart, without any division. This means not having our belly as our god and not glorying
in our shame, as so many do.
Having converted to this new way of living, the steward in the parable of unjust
steward is a good example for us of the new way in which we should now use our
material goods—to help others, making friends for ourselves with our money. Instead of
using it for our own pleasure, we should use it for the good of the world and for the poor.
“Make friends for yourselves by means of unrighteous mammon, so that when it fails
they may receive you into the eternal habitations” (Luke 16:9). If we do this, we will be
prepared for the coming of the Lord, which we now await. The correct use of our
material goods and the consistency of our way of life are very important if we want to be
sons of light, “guiltless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 1:8).
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The Call to Christian Perfection
“No servant can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or
he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and
mammon” (Luke 16:13).

Here we hear the fundamental radical call of the gospel to perfection and holiness. Even
though some—monks, celibates, and religious—follow this call in a literal and radical
way, it is nonetheless addressed to all, to every Christian. This saying of Jesus fulfills his
first and most important commandment: to love God with all our heart, mind, soul, and
strength (Mark 12:30). If we love God with all our heart, we cannot serve two masters—
God and mammon (the riches and pleasures of the world). By serving one of these, we
automatically reject the other. If we serve pleasure, we abandon God, for he wants us to
serve him with all our heart, with a completely undivided heart. All must do this
according to their state in life. Married householders will do it in one way, while
ascetics, monks, and celibates will do it in a more literal and radical way, trying not to
divide their heart with anything at all, not even with the love of a Christian spouse in
matrimony, or with a female friend, and they will also embrace evangelical poverty in a
radial way for the love of God.
We must be faithful in little things (money, food, clothing, and material goods),
using our money to make friends for ourselves if we wish to also be faithful in much
(Luke 16:9-10). If we are dishonest in small things, we will also be dishonest in greater
things (Luke 16:10). If we wish to receive true spiritual riches, we must be faithful with
unrighteous mammon, using our wealth properly for others, not for our own pleasures
(Luke 16:11).
We should not put on banquets, except for the poor (Luke 14:12-13). The rich
have already received their consolation in this world if they use their money for their own
pleasures (Luke 6:24; 16:25). In such a case, it will be very hard for them to enter the
kingdom of God. In fact, it would be easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle
than for such people to enter the kingdom of God (Matt. 19:23-24). To possess the
kingdom, which is the buried treasure and the pearl of great price, we must sell all we
possess and live in evangelical poverty (Matt. 13:44-46). That is, we must renounce the
pleasures of the world. We have to lose (Mark 8:35) and hate (John 12:25) our lives in
this world to save them. We are to be crucified to the world, and the world to us (Gal.
6:14). In order not to be choked by thorns—worldly pleasures—we should avoid them
(Luke 8:14). This is the narrow path of life, of the few; even though all are called to
choose it (Matt. 7:13-14). Our family should not be an obstacle in this, for we can leave
our family to follow Christ more radically and consistently (Luke 14:26). We should
leave all things to be a true disciple (Luke 14:33; 5:11, 28). Those who do so are blessed
and will receive a hundredfold reward (Matt. 19:29), for they have chosen the path of
perfection in a more radical and literal way (Matt. 19, 21).
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The Witness of Our Lives
“Temptations to sin are sure to come; but woe to him by whom they come! It would be
better for him if a millstone were hung round his neck and he were cast into the sea, than
that he should cause one of these little ones to sin” (Luke 17:1-2).

Our life and way of living are very important, either for good or for evil. A bad example
is a scandal (the Greek word used here—skandala) that discourages and misleads people;
while a good example is a witness, a testimony, that encourages and properly orients
them. In the Church, there are many scandals. Believers look to their leaders’ lives for
an inspiring example of their preaching; and when instead they see a bad or worldly
example, they are scandalized and discouraged. Such bad example weakens their faith.
Today Jesus condemns such scandals.
Believers hope for more in their leaders—in their priests and religious—for they
have chosen a more literal and radical way of Christian perfection. Believers have a right
to see in them something more, a more complete and total dedication to the Lord alone.
They expect to see in their priests a heart more undivided in their love for God, a heart
and lifestyle that is less worldly, more reserved for the Lord alone, more dedicated, not
distracted by the pleasures of the world and the entertainments that are normal for a
secular lifestyle. Believers expect that their priests have renounced the world and its
pleasures and diversions, and that they are now living a holy life, seeking the things that
are above, not worldly entertainments (Col. 3:1-2). Believers hope to see in their leaders
men and women who are crucified to the world, and the world to them (Gal. 6:14).
It is true that our life and our way of life are always our best and most important
sermon. If it is obvious by our life that we have renounced the world and its pleasures,
then our sermons will have an effect, for actions speak louder than words; and words
backed up by actions are powerful. A preacher who has a worldly lifestyle is wasting his
time and his life. His ministry will have little effect. Only preachers who have
renounced the world and a secular lifestyle and who dedicate themselves totally to God
with all their heart, without any division among the delights and entertainments of the
world, will have a word of power that changes lives. We oppose the world and its
lifestyle with an opposite lifestyle, a holy and dedicated, renouncing and radical lifestyle.
Then we can add our words of explanation and exhortation, and our sermons will have an
effect.
We should not only avoid giving scandal but should positively give good example
of a life dedicated only to God with a heart that is undivided and completely congruent
with our preaching. This is what builds up the Church and converts people. If we preach
radically—as we should—we also have to live radically.
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Celibacy, the More Radical Way of Perfection
“The sons of this age marry and are given in marriage; but those who are accounted
worthy to attain to that age and to the resurrection from the dead neither marry nor are
given in marriage, for they cannot die any more, because they are equal to angels and are
sons of God, being sons of the resurrection” (Luke 20:34-36).

Here Jesus tells us something about what the world of the resurrection will be like, when
we are transformed and given our resurrection bodies (1 Cor. 15:51-52). We will be like
angels—celibate. There will be no more procreation or sexual relations, for we shall die
no more. Procreation continues the human race in this world, because here we die. But
in the world of the resurrection, there will be neither death nor marriage. Therefore a
man who remarries after the death of his wife, will have no problem whatsoever in the
resurrection knowing which of the two will be his wife, for he will not have a wife in the
resurrection.
Those who are already celibate in this present world try to live in this present life
an anticipation of the life of the resurrection. They are eschatological signs—that is,
signs and reminders for the whole Church of her future and final state, which will be a
state in which we can love God with all the love of our heart, without any division, not
even the division of heart caused by a Christian spouse in the sacrament of matrimony.
Hence the state of celibacy is the highest form of human life, for in it we can most
perfectly unify our life—body and soul together—focusing only on God in every aspect
of our life. Thus we can, in the fullest way, make God the only happiness of our life,
renouncing pleasures and entertainments, delicacies, succulent food, movies, etc., which
only divide our hearts from a pure and undivided love of God.
Therefore St. Paul writes: “The unmarried man gives his mind to the Lord’s
affairs and to how he can please the Lord; but the man who is married gives his mind to
the affairs of this world and to how he can please his wife, and he is divided in mind. So,
too, the unmarried woman, and the virgin, gives her mind to the Lord’s affairs and to
being holy in body and spirit; but the married woman gives her mind to the affairs of this
world and how she can please her husband” (1 Cor. 7:32-34 JB).
This is why celibacy is so important—it is the monastic, religious, priestly,
apostolic life. In celibacy, we anticipate our final state in the world of the resurrection,
and we try not to divide our hearts in any way, not with a spouse, nor with a female
friend, nor with the delights, delicacies, and entertainments of this world. Rather, we try
to love God with all our heart, with an undivided heart, and make him the only happiness
of our life, living an austere and ascetical life for the love of God.
Celibacy is the most radical and literal way of perfection (Matt. 19:21; 13:44-46).
Yet all are called to love God with all their heart, married householders—according to the
possibilities of their state in life, as much as they are able—as well as celibates and
monks. But celibacy is the more radical way of doing this.
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The Gift of Perfect Peace
“Thou dost keep him in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed on thee, because he trusts in
thee” (Isa. 26:3).

Who would not want this—to live in perfect peace? God promises us that it is possible to
be kept in perfect peace; and he shows us how to obtain it. We must trust in him and
persevere with our mind fixed on him. What destroys our peace is sin, imperfections, and
forgetfulness of God. We forget God when our heart is divided by being in love with
something else.
To remain in perfect peace, we have to make a great effort to always do the will
of God. If we fail to do his will in something, we can lose our peace. If we are living
incorrectly, seeking our pleasure in worldly entertainments, once they are over, we can
lose our peace and fall into sadness and depression, because God does not want us to be
divided in this way, trying to serve two masters, God and mammon (Matt. 6:24). Only by
keeping our mind firmly fixed on God alone—with our body and soul united and actively
cooperating together in this—will we be able to remain in perfect peace. This is because
God made us this way—for himself—and he is the source of this perfect peace and gives
it when we focus only on him and not on other attractions, delights, etc. This is the great
secret of human happiness that few know. Most seek the delights of the world: succulent
food, diversions, movies, trips, social visits, banquets, etc. Others who are either married
or committed celibates fall in love with other women and lose their peace in this painful
way. None of this is the path of perfect peace, which so many seek in vain.
If we have failed to do God’s will in something, we have the forgiveness of sins
in the death of Christ on the cross, whereby he suffered our punishment for our sins for
us. This is communicated to us when we invoke him, especially in the sacrament of
reconciliation, which he left us for this purpose (Matt.18:18; John 20:23). Once his peace
is restored, we can remain in it by living correctly—namely according to his will. And
his will is that we completely dedicate ourselves to him with all our heart, without any
division of heart among the delights and loves of this world. He wants us to live a
sacrificial life, renouncing the world. This is the ascetical life—the great secret of human
happiness that few know. We have to renounce worldly pleasures to obtain the buried
treasure and the pearl of great price (Matt. 13:44-46). We have to completely trust in
God and fix our mind firmly on him, and only on him, if we want his gift of perfect
peace.
“It behooves the lover of Jesus to forsake all other love besides Him, for He will
be loved alone above all others … Your Beloved is of such a nature that He will not
admit any other love, for He alone will have the love of your heart, and will sit therein as
a king, on His proper throne. If you could empty yourself of the love of creatures, He
would always abide with you and never forsake you” (Imitation of Christ 2.7). This is
the most radical way of perfection.
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The Desert Shall Bloom
“The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and blossom”
(Isa. 35:1).

Isaiah is here prophesying the messianic times, the last days, the days of the fulfillment of
prophecy, the days of the salvation of God. We now live in those days of fulfillment.
They are the days of the new creation, the renovation of the human race in Jesus Christ.
His coming brought immense joy to the world, for he recreated us by justly and
effectively forgiving us for our sins (2 Cor. 5:17). It is this great gift that transforms man,
making him a new creature, and putting into his heart the peace of God, heavenly peace
that surpasses all understanding (Phil. 4:7), a peace that the world cannot give (John
14:27). This heavenly peace in our hearts transforms us into a paradise in which God
lives (John 14:23), and where the wolf dwells with the lamb, the cow with the bear, and
the leopard with the kid (Isa.11:6-7). This peace changes our life, and it will flourish all
the more if we devote ourselves fully to the Lord without reservation, changing our
whole way of living accordingly. This change of life involves far more than merely a
new mental attitude or posture. It entails a real and complete change in our lifestyle, our
way of eating, dressing, acting, working, and spending our time. Then indeed does the
desert of our renouncer life—renouncing the pleasures and ways of the dominant
society—flourish. Then “the wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall
rejoice and blossom; like the crocus it shall blossom abundantly, and rejoice with joy and
singing. The glory of Lebanon shall be given to it, the majesty of Carmel and Sharon.
They shall see the glory of the Lord, the majesty of our God” (Isa. 35:1-2).
Jesus demonstrated that he has the power to forgive sins by curing a paralytic.
When he saw the faith of those who lowered him through the roof on his bed, he said,
“Man, your sins are forgiven you” (Luke 5:20). He then said, ‘‘‘which is easier to say,
“Your sins are forgiven you,” or to say, “Rise and walk”? But that you may know that
the Son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins’ he said to the man who was
paralyzed—‘I say to you, rise, take up your bed and go home.’ And immediately he rose
before them, and took up that on which he lay, and went home, glorifying God” (Luke
5:23-25). Jesus’ forgiveness of this man’s sins caused the desert of his life to bloom and
flourish.
The desert also bloomed in the preaching of John the Baptist. He lived alone in
the desert, far from the world, a life of prayer and fasting, in solitude and silence. He
lived only for God, renouncing the pleasures of the world, and thus the desert bloomed
for him in the knowledge and revelation of God. John was the prototype of monks, those
who leave all to live celibate lives only for God. For them, the desert of their life of
sacrifice is changed into splendor. “They shall see the glory of the Lord, the majesty of
our God” (Isa. 35:2).
During Advent, we live in the desert with John to see the glory of God, preparing
there the way of the Lord. “And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh
shall see it together” (Isa. 40:5).
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Living Violently
“I will open rivers on the bare heights, and fountains in the midst of the valleys; I will
make the wilderness a pool of water, and the dry land springs of water. I will put in the
wilderness the cedar, the acacia, the myrtle, and the olive; I will set in the desert the
cypress, the plane, and the pine together” (Isa. 41:18-19).

Isaiah here prophesies the messianic times in which we now live. All the blessings of the
days of fulfillment exist in the hearts of believers. God recreates us through our faith in
his only Son Jesus Christ. He transforms our souls into a paradise of heavenly peace,
making them like the garden of Eden. Yet we still await the external manifestation of
this glory, when Christ will come again on the clouds of heaven with all his saints in
great light (Zech. 14:5-7; 1 Thess. 3:13). We should live in the peace of this kingdom
now by faith and eagerly prepare ourselves for his second coming, which every eye shall
see (Rev. 1:7).
Such is the Christian life, a life of fulfillment and hope, of peace and joyful
expectation, of fruition and preparation. Therefore we should “live sober, upright, and
godly lives in this world, awaiting our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our
great God and Savior Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:12-13). We should live in the nearness of the
Lord.
What is it like to live interiorly in the heavenly peace of the kingdom and also in
eager expectation, vigilance, and preparation for the manifestation of its full glory in the
future? It is to live in the peace of having our sins justly forgiven by the vicarious,
redemptive death of Jesus Christ on the cross. This is to live in a state of interior wellbeing, in peace with ourselves and with God in our hearts, freed from the burden of guilt.
This we have in Christ, especially through the sacrament of reconciliation (Matt. 18:18;
John 20:23). Then in order not to lose this peace, we try to always do the will of God and
live only for him.
We try, in a certain sense, to live violently, doing holy violence to ourselves.
Jesus says today, “From the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven
has suffered violence, and men of violence take it by force” (Matt. 11:12). Many of the
disciples of Jesus live with a new and holy violence in their wholehearted dedication to
God without any division of heart with anything or anyone. So should we live, guarding
our hearts violently, reserving them only for him in everything, living in vigilance, not in
negligence or self-indulgence, seeking our joy only in him, renouncing the pleasures of
the world (Matt. 13:44-46; 19:21; Luke 6:24; 16:25; Matt. 19:24; Col. 3:1-2). This is to
live violently, treating ourselves with holy violence for the love of God, in order to live
only for him with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength (Mark 12:30). This is leaving
everything to obtain the buried treasure and the pearl of great price (Matt. 13:44-46).
Living this way, we will be in the paradise of God in our hearts, awaiting and preparing
ourselves for the full revelation of his glory when he comes again.
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The Coming of the Lord in Splendor
“The Lord is coming from heaven in splendor to visit his people and bring them peace
and eternal life” (entrance antiphon, Fridays of Advent).

This is what we are hoping for now, the coming of the Lord in splendor. Especially
during Advent we focus on this reality, the coming of the kingdom of God in glory upon
the earth, a kingdom of righteousness and splendor at the second coming of Christ. We
should meditate on this splendor now and live in its radiance. As Christians, we are a
people of hope, and this glorious vision of the future should illuminate and guide our
steps in the present. We want to live even now in this glory and keep our lives clean and
resplendent in God’s sight. This is why Jesus taught us to always keep watch with
vigilance and avoid all negligence and self-indulgence.
Rather, we should always be prepared and uniquely focused on God in all that we
do, always seeking all our joy only in him and renouncing everything else, all the
pleasures of the world. Thus we can live even now in his splendor with his light
illuminating and rejoicing our hearts. This is how Jesus wants us to live. “Take heed,
watch and pray,” he said, “for you do not know when the time will come” (Mark 13:33).
If we follow this teaching, we will live in a constant state of alert, focused every moment
on the will of God, on what he wants us to do now. We will have our attention always on
the way in which he most wants us to behave. By living in this way, we will at the same
time be witnesses to others, showing them too the way of truth and illuminating their
path. In doing this, you will be “blameless and innocent, children of God without
blemish in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation, among whom you shine as
lights in the world” (Phil. 2:15).
Those who are called to a more radical and literal way of perfection in renouncing
the world, marriage, family, and worldly pleasures are also motivated in their ascetical
life by this hope for the glorious coming of the Lord. They renounce their homes and
families of origin because they are called to live in a completely different way than the
householder. They renounce the lifestyle of the world around them in order to live
henceforth completely focused on God, a life in the Spirit in communion with Jesus
Christ. They live far from the noise of the world and of the television set with its worldly
advertisements and programs with their subliminal and subtle messages from a culture of
pleasure. They live, rather, in a world of silence, eating austerely, and even dressing
differently, renouncing secular dress together with false secular values. In all of this,
they are witnesses of the truth to help the world, reminding it of true and deeper values,
and testifying against its false and secularized values, focused on self and pleasure.
A religious, a monk, a celibate, a priest should live for God, always vigilant,
always guarding his heart so that it remain undivided, clean and reserved only for the
Lord. This kind of life, redeemed by Jesus Christ and focused on him, helps the world
more profoundly than any other kind of life. It is a life lived in the splendor of the Lord
that already illuminates it.
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He Was a Burning and Shining Lamp
“Then the prophet Elijah arose like a fire, and his word burned like a torch” (Sir. 48:1).

Elijah was a great prophet. “His word burned like a torch.” He spoke the word of God to
kings and destroyed the false prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18:40). So also was John the
Baptist. Jesus said, John “was a burning and shining lamp, and you were willing to
rejoice for a while in his light” (John 5:35). In fact, Jesus said that John fulfilled the role
of Elijah, whom Malachi prophesied would come again before the day of the Lord.
“Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and terrible day of the Lord
comes” (Mal. 4:5). About John, Jesus said, “And if you are willing to accept it, he is
Elijah who is to come” (Matt. 11:14; cf. Matt. 17:10-13; Sir. 48:10; Luke 1:17).
John, like Elijah—whose role he fulfilled—was also a fiery prophet. He was sent
to “prepare the way of the Lord and make his paths straight” (Matt. 3:3). “He was a
burning and shining lamp” (John 5:35), like Elijah, and we should follow in his footsteps.
John the Baptist was a prophet, the precursor of the Messiah, a martyr, and the prototype
of monks, living in the silence and solitude of the desert, dressed in camel’s hair and
eating locusts and wild honey. We should imitate all these aspects of his life.
We should exercise a prophetic ministry of the word of God, preaching the way of
salvation, showing the way of truth to those who have lost the way or who do not know
the way. We should preach conversion of life and the salvation of God in Jesus Christ
through the merits of his death on the cross, which makes us a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17)
with all our sins and imperfections forgiven and our guilt removed. We should preach
this new life that we have in Jesus Christ (Acts 5:20).
Like John, we should also be martyrs, witnesses to the truth, even though we may
put ourselves into danger by doing so. We should have the courage to do the will of God,
even if we are the only ones to do it, and we should speak the truth that so many need to
hear.
We should also imitate John’s solitary, poor, and simple life in the desert, far
from the noise, distractions and temptations of the world. We should, like him, renounce
a worldly lifestyle and reject the false and secularized values of the culture around us.
We should renounce a life dedicated to pleasure, and rather begin to live for God, whom
we should love with all our heart, without any division of heart. It is the monks, the
ascetics, the celibates, the religious, and the priests who have committed themselves to
live like this in a radical and literal way. They should renew their intention and
dedication and fully live this vocation and thus be witnesses and fiery prophets, burning
like torches to illuminate the rest. They should live this extraordinary vocation with
fidelity to its ideals in a consistent and integral way. They should make a clean, clear,
and complete break with the world and its ways, styles, and fashions (1 John 2:15), and
live prophetically, giving the witness of their distinct way of life for the edification of the
world.
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Preparing Ourselves in the Desert
“What did you go out into the wilderness to behold? … A man clothed in soft raiment?
Behold, those who are gorgeously appareled and live in luxury are in kings’ courts”
(Luke 7:24-25).

John the Baptist is our model for Advent. His life of preparation in the desert is the
example of what we should do to prepare the way of the Lord. We should live in hope
for his glorious coming and his kingdom of righteousness on earth and for the new
Jerusalem adorned with splendor and righteousness. Isaiah speaks to us today of this
splendor (Isa. 54:11-12, 14), which we should long for and already begin to live in in
spirit. By living with John in the desert, we bask in the splendor of the Lord, for there we
renounce the delights of the world that blind us so that we do not see the splendor of the
light of Christ (2 Cor. 4:4). We should therefore renounce a superficial and worldly life,
and live only for God, preparing the way of the Lord in the desert, until his way is made
straight, and every valley is exalted, every mountain made low, the crooked made
straight, and the rough places a plain, so that all flesh may see the glory of the Lord
together (Isa. 40:3-5). We want all to be made a plain so that the glory of the Lord may
appear.
John, by his way of life, shows us how we should prepare ourselves for this. We
should live as though with him in the desert, basking in the splendor and radiant glory of
the Lord, far from the worldliness, superficiality, and noise of the world with its delights,
to live in silence and solitude, in prayer and contemplation in the joy of our hearts. We
want the coming feast to find us thus, contemplating his glory, basking in his radiant
splendor, for then all flesh together shall see the glory of the Lord (Isa. 40:5). May he
find us thus when he comes, “watching in prayer, our hearts filled with wonder and
praise” (Advent preface II). Renouncing worldly desires, may we “live sober, upright,
and godly lives in this world, awaiting our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our
great God and Savior Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:12-13).
John was not “gorgeously appareled,” nor did he “live in luxury” (Luke 7:25).
Rather, he “wore a garment of camel’s hair, and a leather girdle around his waist; and his
food was locusts and wild honey” (Matt. 3:4). Nor did he live in kings’ courts, but in the
desert, probably in a cave, far from the world with its noise and entertainment. His only
joy was God. And his life is our model during Advent, a life in the desert, contemplating
the splendor of the Lord and the glory of the new Jerusalem, of which Isaiah speaks
today. It will be a city adorned with precious stones (Isa. 54:11-12), a city of light and
splendor, in which we shall live in the glory of God. We should live even now in spirit in
this city of light, for it is the city of our spirit, the object of our contemplation. Those
who live only for God can better experience this splendor in their spirits, for their minds
and hearts are not divided and dissipated among the pleasures, interests, and
entertainments of the world. Then, by the example of their way of living and by their
words, they can communicate this glory to others and invite them to share in it.
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Living in the Kingdom of Righteousness
“And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall call his name
Jesus. He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High; and the Lord God
will give to him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob
for ever; and of his kingdom there will be no end” (Luke 1:31-33).

The messianic age begins with these words of the angel and with Mary’s response,
“Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word” (Luke
1:38). This is an occasion of messianic joy; therefore the angel Gabriel greets Mary,
“Rejoice, you who enjoy God’s favor!” (Luke 1:28 JB). This kingdom of the longawaited, promised son of David begins with Christ’s coming into the world, and those
who have faith live in his kingdom of righteousness on earth. They are made righteous,
that is, justified, by this child, the only Son of God on earth. He is the king. God gives
him “the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob for ever;
and of his kingdom there will be no end” (Luke 1:32-33).
We do not yet see this kingdom with our bodily eyes but with the eyes of our
spirit through faith, yet, even so, it is a kingdom of righteousness and peace over the
whole earth that will last forever and that changes our life and influences everything we
do. We enter into this kingdom of blessing by repenting of our former way of life and by
believing in Christ as our Savior and Lord, to whom we owe all our obedience and love.
This means a conversion of life and of customs. It means ceasing to live for ourselves
and for our own pleasures, and to live henceforth for him with all our heart, renouncing
all else. This is a life of perfection, to which we are called by Jesus Christ upon entering
his kingdom on earth. Those who live in this kingdom and who understand its
requirements live a new life, the life of God, and live in a new way, not as before. The
more they can renounce, the better; they will receive more. They will receive in
proportion to their renunciation of the pleasures of the world in order to find their joy
henceforth only in God and in his service, divested of themselves. We should therefore
detach, separate, and divest ourselves. The attachments of this life are obstacles,
preventing us from living well in Christ’s kingdom of heavenly peace on earth. We
should be detached and dedicated to God alone, giving ourselves in his service to others.
An ascetic life is the best way of life. Those who are called in this way can enter
most completely, radically, and literally into the universal and everlasting kingdom of
righteousness on earth. He who gives more of himself receives more from God. He who
is less divided by the pleasures of the world is more unified in himself and in God and
more full of God. He who renounces more of the pleasures and delights of the world,
receives more of the delights of heaven, for he is more unified—body and soul working
together in one thing only, the quest for God and his service and life with him in his
kingdom. It is they who grow the most in the righteousness and justification that God
gives us in his Son through his death on the cross, by which he removes, expiates, and
propitiates our sins, making reparation for them.
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And He Was in the Wilderness
“Behold, I send my messenger to prepare the way before me” (Mal. 3:1).

John the Baptist was this messenger, for Jesus, speaking of John, said, “This is he of
whom it is written, ‘Behold, I send my messenger before thy face, who shall prepare thy
way before thee,’” (Matt. 11:10). St. Luke tells us that “he was in the wilderness till the
day of his manifestation to Israel” (Luke 1:80). He was already there when God called
him to begin his preaching ministry, for “the word of God came to John the son of
Zechariah in the wilderness” (Luke 3:2). He was “The voice of one crying in the
wilderness: Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight” (Luke 3:4).
John first prepared himself in the desert and so was able to prepare others when
God called him and gave him a mission to preach to the people. John prepared in the
desert the way of the Lord first of all by the example of his life, clothed in camel’s hair
and eating locusts and wild honey (Matt. 3:4). His life was his first and most important
sermon. He probably lived in a cave, alone, a life of prayer and fasting, far from the
world with its attractions, temptations, distractions, noise, and pleasures, all of which
divide the mind and heart and absorb us in earthly and worldly things, making us forget
God. John was an ascetic, a celibate, a renouncer of the world and its pleasures. He
renounced many things, the pleasure of food and secular dress, symbolic of his
renunciation of false secular values. He renounced his family of origin, marriage, sexual
experience, the procreation of children, and the other pleasures of life in a town or city.
He did so to live for God alone, as ascetics have done for centuries, even before John,
living in caves in forests, jungles, and deserts. They sought God alone with all their
mind, heart, body, time, and energy. They were single-minded and wholehearted in their
quest for God. We find such ascetics in India, for example, from the earliest recorded
times.
Now John takes up this holy, God-seeking way of life and becomes the prototype
of Christian eremitic and monastic life. It is an ascetical, celibate life, drawn by the love
of God. The more one denies pleasure and satisfaction to one’s senses and appetites, the
more room there is to be filled and inebriated with God. An ascetic renounces being in
love with the world and the things of the world, to be in love with God. He renounces a
human spouse to have God as the only spouse of his heart (2 Cor. 11:2). He renounces
tasty, seasoned food and the delicacies of the table to have God as the only spice and
enjoyment of his life. He renounces movies and other worldly entertainments to have
God as his only entertainment. He knows that to the degree that he reserves his heart,
mind, senses, and body for God alone, to that degree God will fill him with himself, for
his heart is undivided and reserved for him. The more integrally one lives such a
celibate, religious, monastic, eremitic, and priestly life, the greater are its rewards. This
is the direction I believe we must now move in to renew the Church. This is preparing in
the wilderness the way of the Lord.
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Sages from the East Enrich Us with Their Gifts
“Where is he who has been born king of the Jews? For we have seen his star in the East,
and have come to worship him” (Matt. 2:2).

Today we celebrate the Epiphany or manifestation of Christ the newborn king to the
world. Jesus Christ has come, and he brings in his birth the kingdom of heaven to earth,
a kingdom of righteousness and peace over all the earth that will last forever. It is a
kingdom for every person of every country, language, and religion, for Christ brings to
fulfillment God’s revelation and salvation to man. Today we celebrate the universal
relevance of Christ and of God’s definitive salvation in him for the entire world. He is
the Savior of the world, God made man on earth to reveal himself to the world and to
save all who accept him in faith. After his resurrection, he sent his apostles into the
whole world to preach the good news of Jesus Christ, saying, “Go therefore and make
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of
the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 28:19).
Today Magi come from the East, having seen Christ’s star at its rising, to worship
the king of the Jews and offer him their royal gifts: gold, frankincense, and myrrh. They
represent the Gentiles, all the nations of the world, as well as their wise men, sages,
astrologers, priests, ascetics, swamis, and sadhus. They also represent all those in quest
of God, who, like the Magi, have left their homes and families, to dedicate themselves
completely to the quest of God with all their hearts. They therefore also represent all
those who have renounced the pleasures of the world to seek God alone with undivided
hearts, that all their joy might be only in God.
St. Matthew says that they were from the East, a vague term referring to
everything east of Israel, which could include Arabia, Babylonia, Persia, and perhaps
even as far as India, where there were at the time wise men, sadhus, who lived in jungles,
caves, and forests for God alone, renouncing home, family, the householder life,
marriage, and all the world in quest of God alone in their desire to live only for him with
all their mind, heart, and body. Perhaps a sadhu was one of their number. In any case,
the Magi represent single-hearted, single-minded, God-seeking, God-intoxicated men in
quest of God. They were called by God to journey to Bethlehem to see Christ the Lord,
the newborn universal king of righteousness on earth, and to worship him at his birth.
Christ is the fulfillment of all they have been seeking, for God’s definitive salvation is in
him for all mankind. In him is the kingdom of heaven on earth, the forgiveness of sins,
and the removal of guilt, for on his cross he—God and man—suffered the punishment
necessary to free us from our sins, so that we might henceforth walk in the freedom of the
children of God (Rom. 8:21) if only we believe in him, calling on the merits of his death
for us on the cross, especially in the sacrament of reconciliation, which he left us for that
purpose (Matt. 18:18; John 20:23).
These are the Gentiles who honor Christ today, and St. Paul tells us today that
“the Gentiles are fellow heirs, members of the same body, and partakers of the promise in
Christ Jesus through the gospel” (Eph. 3:6). Today we see Gentiles coming to Christ to
present to him their wealth, their royal gifts. Among the gifts Gentiles from the East
bring to Christ are their rich and long-developed traditions and practices of asceticism
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and contemplation, such as we find among the sadhus of India, for example, in the time
of Christ and today as well. These gifts of Gentile sages have enriched and continue to
enrich Christianity, for all that is true can adorn, beautify, and enrich God’s Church,
which is the community of all who believe in Christ. The Church needs this enrichment.
St. Paul says to the Gentiles, “You are no longer strangers and sojourners, but you are
fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God” (Eph. 2:19). And
“Now in Christ Jesus you who were once far off have been brought near in the blood of
Christ. For he is our peace, who has made us both one, and has broken down the dividing
wall of hostility” (Eph. 2:13-14).
Our light has come in Jesus Christ. Therefore Israel is told, “Arise, shine; for
your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you … The Lord will arise
upon you, and his glory will be seen upon you. And nations shall come to your light, and
kings to the brightness of your rising” (Isa. 60:1-3). Israel shines, for the light of Christ
has come to it in his birth in Bethlehem. Jesus Christ is the newborn king of
righteousness and peace on earth. Magi come from the East at his birth to adore him and
give him of their riches. The light itself, which they had been seeking, has finally been
born in him as a man on earth, bringing us the kingdom of God with its blessings of
forgiveness and peace in our hearts, removing our guilt, which depresses us, through his
death on the cross. “A holy day has dawned upon us; come, O Gentiles, and adore the
Lord: For today a great light has appeared on the earth. Come, let us adore him; for he is
the Lord our God” (responsory, matins, old liturgy). “All from Saba come, bearing gold
and frankincense, and announcing the praises of the Lord, alleluia. The kings of Tarshish
and the isles offer gifts, the kings of Arabia and Saba bring presents” (Ibid).
What wealth, what enrichment, sages from the East have brought and continue to
bring to the Church! O Jerusalem, “Your gates shall be open continually; day and night
they shall not be shut; that men, may bring to you the wealth of the nations, with their
kings led in procession” (Isa. 60:11). What abundant wealth is brought to us by these
sages, these wise and holy men! Isaiah prophesies that we will be enriched by their
offerings, and we see this fulfilled as they come to Christ, bearing gifts: “Lift up your
eyes round about, and see; they all gather together, they come to you … Then you shall
see and be radiant, your heart shall thrill and rejoice; because the abundance of the sea
shall be turned to you, the wealth of the nations shall come to you. A multitude of camels
shall cover you, the young camels of Midian and Ephah; all those from Sheba shall come.
They shall bring gold and frankincense, and shall proclaim the praise of the Lord” (Isa.
60:5-6). “The kings of Tarshish and of the isles will bring presents; the kings of Sheba
and Seba will offer gifts. Yes, all kings shall fall down before Him; all nations shall
serve Him … And the gold of Sheba will be given to Him” (Ps. 72:10-11, 15 NKJV).
Indeed, in Christ “all the ends of the earth have seen the salvation of our God” (Ps. 98:3
NKJV). “And going into the house they saw the child with Mary his mother, and they
fell down and worshiped him. Then, opening their treasures, they offered him gifts, gold,
frankincense and myrrh” (Matt. 2:11).
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While Gentle Silence Enveloped All Things
“While gentle silence enveloped all things, and night in its swift course was now half
gone, thy all-powerful word leaped from heaven, from the royal throne”
(Wis. 18:14-15 entrance antiphon).

The mystery of Christmas took place in the silence of the night, on the edge of the desert,
in a cave illuminated by the Word of God made flesh in the birth of the only Son of God
as man on earth. This is the beautiful mystery that we contemplate in the silence of the
night during these days of Christmas. At this time of night, the world is asleep, but those
who love God keep vigil in prayer, contemplating the mystery of Emmanuel, God with
us. The deep silence and darkness of the very early morning before sunrise is the best
time for contemplation, when we can sit in peace, resting in God, repeating his name or a
sacred phrase, such as the Jesus prayer, thus concentrating on God and preventing
distractions, until we fall into a trance of profound interior peace and communion with
God. Then we can say from experience, “From his fullness have we all received, grace
upon grace” (John 1:16 communion antiphon). Christ brought his universal and eternal
kingdom of righteousness and heavenly peace to the earth. We can now live in this
kingdom by faith and contemplation. It is Christ who nourishes our spirits. It is in his
light that we now walk; and when we go out, the Lord is with us. We see his glory and
majesty within us, for “a holy day has dawned upon us. Come, you nations, and adore
the Lord. Today a great light has come upon the earth. Alleluia” (gospel acclamation).
We now walk in this light, for Christ has propitiated and expiated our sins, freeing us
from the sadness and pain of guilt, and revealing his glory within us. We walk in his
light especially during these most auspicious days of Christmas, a time par excellence of
grace and heavenly peace on earth, for during these days the skies drip down honey
everywhere in the world (cf. responsory, matins, Christmas, old liturgy).
During this time especially, we want to avoid worldliness, and rather live like the
elderly widow Ana, who “did not depart from the temple, worshiping with fasting and
prayer night and day” (Luke 2:37). When she saw the infant Jesus in the temple, “she
gave thanks to God, and spoke of him to all who were looking for the redemption of
Jerusalem” (Luke 2:38). She is “a real widow, and is left all alone, has set her hope on
God and continues in supplications and prayers day and night; whereas she who is selfindulgent is dead even while she lives” (1 Tim 5:5-6). This kind of holy life is a model
for us all. We should avoid worldly living, which is a quest after superficial and passing
pleasures, a life centered on ourselves, not on God. We should rather reject the
worldliness of the world and a secular lifestyle, as St. John tells us today: “Do not love
the world or the things in the world. If any one loves the world, love for the Father is not
in him” (1 John 2:15). Rather we should love God with hearts that are not divided by a
worldly life. We should love him with integral hearts.
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An Intimate Relationship with God
And the shepherds “went with haste, and found Mary and Joseph, and the babe lying in a
manger” (Luke 2:16).

Today we celebrate Mary, the Mother of God. Mary, a human being like us, is God’s
mother! See how close she is to God, being his mother, giving birth to God the Son, the
Second Person of the Blessed Trinity, and conceiving him through the power of God the
Holy Spirit, the Third Person of the Blessed Trinity. She bore the Son of the eternal
Father. See how intimately Mary, a human being, is involved in the life of the Trinity.
She has God’s life flowing through her because she is filled with his grace, and God the
Son dwelt in her body for nine months, sanctifying her, body and soul. She heard what
the shepherds said about her son, that he was Christ the Lord, the Savior, and that the
angels wished peace on earth at his birth. Then she nursed and raised the Christ child
until he reached manhood. She had an intimate relationship with God.
Mary was the first person in the kingdom of heaven, which Jesus brought to earth
at his birth. She had an exclusive nuptial relationship with God; and in that, she is a
model for us. We too can have an intimate, exclusive nuptial relationship with God by
believing in Christ and living only for him in all things, a simple, poor, and humble life,
like her, focused exclusively on God. Mary renounced all else to live only for God, to
find all her joy in him, and God came to dwell in and with her. He will come to dwell in
and with us too if we believe and live like Mary, only for God, in all simplicity, humility,
and poverty.
But why did God choose to be born in such a way, in a cave, amid cows, donkeys,
sheep, and goats? There must be a reason. What is he trying to tell us? Is it not that this
is how we too are to live? Does this not symbolize a life that has lost and renounced all
else of this world in order to be single-mindedly and whole-heartedly devoted to God
alone as our only happiness in life? Is this not why Jesus blessed the poor and told us
that if we want the buried treasure and pearl of great price, which is the kingdom, we are
to do the same as the men in these parables—sell and renounce all to obtain this treasure
and pearl (Matt. 13:44-46)? Did not Jesus say, “Whoever of you does not renounce all
that he has cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33)?
Come, then, let we adore Jesus Christ lying in the manger amid the cows,
donkeys, sheep, and goats. Let us adore him with Mary and Joseph and the shepherds.
He is our light in the darkness. He is our peace. He takes our sins away and gives us the
peace of heaven in our hearts. We have but to believe in him and live like him. His
mother is our model in this. We need to follow the example of her faith and humble,
poor, simple, and devoted life. We too can have an exclusive nuptial relationship with
God and be intimately close to him if we believe and live like her. Come then, let us
adore him, our light and life, on this first day of the New Year.
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The Only Spouse of Our Heart
“He who has the bride is the bridegroom; the friend of the bridegroom, who stands and
hears him, rejoices greatly at the bridegroom’s voice; therefore this joy of mine is now
full” (John 3:29).

Jesus is the bridegroom of the new Israel, the new people of God, the Church. “He who
has the bride is the bridegroom” (John 3:29). Israel was God’s bride: “As the
bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so shall your God rejoice over you” (Isa. 62:5 cf.
Hos. 2:14-17; Jer. 2:2). Jesus now calls his disciples to be the new people of God. His
twelve apostles represent the twelve tribes of Israel. We are now called to be faithful to
our spouse Jesus Christ, with whom we have an exclusive nuptial relationship. We are
not to go after other spouses, for he should be the only spouse of our heart. St. Paul told
us, “I betrothed you to Christ to present you as a pure bride to her one husband” (2 Cor.
11:2). Jesus says that the time of his earthly ministry is a wedding feast, and that he is
the bridegroom. Therefore his disciples cannot fast during this time. But “The days will
come, when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast” (Matt.
9:15). We now live in these times of fasting. We are to be faithful to the one spouse of
our heart and fast from other spouses and joys for his sake, to guard our heart for him
alone as his faithful spouse, awaiting his second coming in glory. On that day, it will be
as in the parable: “At midnight there was a cry, ‘Behold the bridegroom! Come out to
meet him’ … The bridegroom came, and those who were ready went in with him to the
marriage feast; and the door was shut” (Matt. 25:6, 10).
All are called to be faithful to the only spouse of our soul (2 Cor. 11:2), loving
him with all our heart (Mark 12:30). St. Paul describes this exclusive nuptial relationship
with the Lord. He speaks of the radical state of those who, like himself, even renounce
human marriage to literally have only Christ for their spouse. “The unmarried man gives
his mind to the Lord’s affairs and to how he can please the Lord; but the man who is
married gives his mind to the affairs of this world and how he can please his wife, and he
is divided in mind. So, too, the unmarried woman, and the virgin, gives her mind to the
Lord’s affairs and to being holy in body and spirit; but the married woman gives her mind
to the affairs of this world and to how she can please her husband” (1 Cor. 7:32-34 NJB).
We who have been called to live in this radical and literal way in fidelity to the
only spouse of our heart, Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 11:2), in an exclusive nuptial relationship,
which excludes even a human spouse, should live this way of life in an integral and
consistent way in every aspect of our life. This is a life of renunciation of the world and
its pleasures to have a more intimate, exclusive, and secure relationship of love with the
only spouse of our heart, Jesus Christ. This means also renouncing the delights,
delicacies, and entertainments of the world to have a heart fully reserved for our divine
spouse alone, and not dissipated, distracted, and divided by other attractions, spouses, and
secular entertainments. It means renouncing a worldly lifestyle to live exclusively for
one master only (Matt. 6:24), thus losing our life in this world in order to find it (Mark
8:35).
“If you will have consolation abundantly, and will receive the sure and faithful
comfort that comes from God, dispose yourself fully to despise this world, and put aside
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completely all inordinate pleasures, and you will plentifully share the comfort of God.
The more you withdraw yourself from the consolation of all creatures, the sweeter and
more blessed consolations you will receive from your Creator” (The Imitation of Christ
3.12).
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Live Only for Christ
“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent, and believe in the
gospel” (Mark 1:15).

Today Jesus begins his ministry. Now is the time of the kingdom of heaven on earth. It
is present in him. “The time is fulfilled … the kingdom of God is at hand” (Mark 1:15).
“The law and the prophets were until John; since then the good news of the kingdom of
God is preached” (Luke 16:16). “If it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out demons, then
the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matt. 12:28). “Today this scripture has been
fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21). “‘Are you he who is to come, or shall we look for
another?’ … ‘Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight, and
the lame walk … And blessed is he who takes no offense at me’” (Matt. 11:3-6).
“Among those born of women there has risen no one greater than John the Baptist; yet he
who is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he” (Matt. 11:11). “Behold, the
kingdom of God is in the midst of you” (Luke 17:21). Therefore “Blessed are your eyes,
for they see, and your ears, for they hear … Many prophets and righteous men longed to
see what you see, and did not see it, and to hear what you hear, and did not hear it” (Matt.
13:16-17). “I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven” (Luke 10:18). “Now is the
judgment of this world, now shall the ruler of this world be cast out” (John 12:31).
If the kingdom is here in Jesus, what should we then do? Leave all to follow him.
Do not be divided between the pleasures of life and the kingdom of God in Jesus Christ.
Serve one master only (Matt. 6:24). Live a life of perfection, completely devoted to him
alone with all your heart (Mark 12:30). “‘Follow me and I will make you become fishers
of men.’ And immediately they left their nets and followed him” (Mark 1:17-18). Their
complete response is the model we should follow. James and John do the same. “And
immediately he called them; and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired
servants, and followed him” (Mark 1:20). Only thus will we live a life of perfection,
focused only on him (Matt. 6:24). Only by living in this way will we be able to attract
followers for Christ, i.e. be fishers of men. Living like this, we lose our life to save it,
rather than saving it in a worldly way to lose it with God (Mark 8:35), for “he who loves
his life loses it, and he who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life” (John
12:25). “For whoever would save his life will lose it; and whoever loses his life for my
sake and the gospel’s will save it” (Mark 8:35). So “‘If you would be perfect, go, sell
what you possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come
follow me … It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man
to enter the kingdom of God’ … Then Peter said … ‘Lo, we have left everything and
followed you. What then shall we have?’ … ‘Every one who has left houses or brothers
… or father or mother … for my name’s sake, will receive a hundredfold … But many
that are first will be last, and the last first’” (Matt. 19:21, 24, 27, 29-30). Let us be the
last in this world, by renouncing all, to be the first with God.
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Jesus’ Contemplative Prayer
“But he went out, and began to publish it much, and to blaze abroad the matter, insomuch
that Jesus could no more openly enter into the city, but was without in desert places: and
they came to him from every quarter” (Mark 1:45 KJV).

Like John the Baptist, Jesus too “was without in desert places” (Mark 1:45 KJV). St.
Mark tells us that Jesus did this on this particular occasion in order to avoid the crowds
who came to him after the leper, whom he had cured, began to spread abroad the news of
his cure. But in other passages, the evangelists often tell us that Jesus withdrew to desert
places in order to pray. Solitary prayer in the desert or on a mountain, particularly at
night or very early in the morning before sunrise, was important for Jesus. He not only
came to preach the kingdom of God, to cure the sick, and to cast out demons, but he also
needed to withdraw from others, even from his own disciples, in order to pray and
contemplate God his Father.
“And in the morning, a great while before day, he rose and went out to a lonely
place, and there he prayed” (Mark 1:35). There, as a man, he could repose in communion
with his Father in peace, resting his soul in God. In this, he is a model for us. If the Son
of God himself had to do this, how much more do we need to do it! In prayer, we find
new strength and interior joy, and often we can fall into a trance of profound peace and
communion with God, which gladdens and renews us, stabilizes and rejoices us. The
early hours of the morning—around three A.M.—has traditionally been found to be the
best time for contemplative prayer, to sit in a solitary and silent place, and breathe
consciously and slowly, repeating a short prayer phrase, such as the Jesus prayer. If we
do this regularly, every day, very early in the morning while it is still dark, we will often
fall into a profound state of contemplation and interior peace. But to succeed in this, we
also need to have a contemplative lifestyle. This means renouncing a secular lifestyle,
which is an endless quest after worldly pleasures. We must fast regularly and avoid the
delicacies of the table, and rather eat simply, plainly, and austerely. We must also
renounce obvious worldly distractions such as secular movies and other similar worldly
entertainments, which dissipate our spirit, dividing it, and filling it with all sorts of
inappropriate images that distract, tempt, and trouble us.
Then we can be inspired by the example of Jesus, who “went out into the hills to
pray; and all night he continued in prayer to God” (Luke 6:12). After the multiplication
of the loaves, “he went into the hills to pray” (Mark 6:46). “And he said to them, ‘Come
away by yourselves to a lonely place, and rest a while’” (Mark 6:31). “Now it happened
that as he was praying alone the disciples were with him” (Luke 9:18). “He was praying
in a certain place, and when he ceased, one of his disciples said to him, ‘Lord teach us to
pray’” (Luke 11:1). “He took with him Peter and John and James, and went up on the
mountain to pray” (Luke 9:28).
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Living only for God
“And as he passed on, he saw Levi the son of Alphaeus sitting at the tax office, and he
said to him, ‘Follow me.’ And he rose and followed him” (Mark 2:14).

St. Luke’s version is more dramatic: “And he left everything, and rose and followed
him” (Luke 5:28). St. Luke says the same about Simon, James, and John after they made
a remarkable catch of fish at Jesus’ command: “And when they had brought their boats
to land, they left everything and followed him” (Luke 5:11). In order to follow Jesus
completely, they left everything else. Peter said to Jesus, “‘Lo, we have left everything
and followed you. What then shall we have?’ Jesus said to them … ‘Every one who has
left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or lands, for my name’s
sake, will receive a hundredfold’” (Mat. 19:27-29).
This is the call to a life of perfection, and the apostles responded in a literal and
radical way, leaving all to follow him. This was the call that Jesus gave to the rich young
man: “If you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the poor, and you
will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me” (Matt. 19:21). The rich young man
understood this invitation very well, and refused it. Therefore Jesus said, “It is easier for
a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of
God” (Matt. 19:24). This is because the rich are usually surrounded by pleasures,
delicacies, sumptuous and succulent food and other entertainments, which divide their
hearts; and it is normally very difficult for them to renounce these things.
The most radical form of this life of perfection also includes the renunciation of
marriage in order to have only Christ as the spouse of one’s heart (2 Cor. 11:2). These
are the “eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of
heaven” (Matt. 19:12). One chooses this literal and most radical way of perfection at the
invitation of Jesus Christ, in order not to be like the seeds sown among thorns, “who hear,
but as they go on their way they are choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life,
and their fruit does not mature” (Luke 8:14).
The motive for responding to this radical call is to have an exclusive nuptial
relationship with Jesus Christ with an undivided heart that is reserved for him alone in
every aspect of our life. Jesus promised the hundredfold reward to those who choose this
way (Matt. 19:29). This is the way of monks, religious, and priests. He who renounces
more, receives more. God finds less competition in their hearts for his attention and can
dwell therein more comfortably, for they serve but one master only (Matt. 6:24) and have
only one treasure (Matt. 6:19-21). This is how one obtains the buried treasure and pearl
of great price—at the cost of all else (Matt. 13:44-46). This is to be crucified to the world
(Gal. 6:14) and to take the narrow path of life of the few (Matt. 7:13-14), to lose one’s
life in order to find it (Mark 8:35), and to be a true disciple by renouncing all else (Luke
14:33). This is the ascetical life, which leads to contemplation, for thus one lives for God
alone with all one’s heart.
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A Life of Prayer and Fasting
“Can the wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with them? As long as they have
the bridegroom with them, they cannot fast. The days will come, when the bridegroom is
taken away from them, and then they will fast in that day” (Mark 2:19-20).

Today we celebrate the memorial of St. Anthony, abbot, the patriarch of monks, and
today’s gospel harmonizes well with this saint, who lived a radical life of prayer and
fasting in the deserts of Egypt far from the world in the third and fourth centuries. He
lived many years in solitude and was greatly tempted by demons, but he persevered in a
difficult life of fasting, prayer, and manual work in great silence and solitude for the love
of God. The scripture that converted him to this way of life was: “If you would be
perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in
heaven; and come, follow me” (Matt. 19:21). Anthony wanted to be perfect, so he
followed this invitation of Jesus in a radical and literal way. He offered himself
completely to God in love. He left all he had to dedicate himself with all his heart, mind,
time, energy, work, and attention to God alone in a relationship of love. He wanted to
have a nuptial relationship with God that was exclusive of all other relationships. He
therefore renounced marriage and his friends to live for God alone. He also renounced
the other pleasures and entertainments of the world, especially succulent food, in his life
of constant fasting. He left his village and even the companionship of other human
beings to live an eremitic life, focused exclusively on God. His life had meaning because
it was offered to God in love.
He did not renounce the goods of the world because they were evil. Rather, he
sacrificed the good for the sake of the better. He sacrificed the goods of this world for
the sake of those of the new creation. We too are invited to live a life of perfection,
which means sacrificing the good things of this world for the sake of the better things of
the kingdom of God. All are invited by Christ to live this life of perfection—each in his
own way. It is monks, religious, celibates, and priests who respond to this call in the
most radical and literal way. St. Anthony is their great model. He is a model for all
Christians, but especially for those who follow his example in a radical and literal way.
They are the ones who know that they can never turn back to enjoy again what they have
renounced for the sake of God. They have committed themselves and cannot turn back.
They know that “No one who puts his had to the plow and looks back is fit for the
kingdom of God” (Luke 9:62). These are those whom Jesus addressed, saying, “Leave
the dead to bury their own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God”
(Luke 9:60), and “If any one comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother
and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes and even his own life, he cannot be
my disciple” (Luke 14:26), and “Whoever of you does not renounce all that he has cannot
be my disciple” (Luke 14:33). To follow the radical example of St. Anthony means to
renounce the pleasures and entertainments of the world to live for God alone in love.
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How We Are to Be Renewed
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:3).

The beatitudes show us how a Christian should live. They present us with a call to a life
of perfection, which is a life centered on God. God is personal and distinct from us, and
he calls us to enter into a relationship of love with him. It is a relationship between
persons, between God and us, in which we seek to unite ourselves with God in prayer and
in all of our life. It is above all the poor in spirit who respond to this call, for they have
lost and renounced everything else of this world in order to love God with all their heart,
mind, soul, time, work, and energy (Mark 12:30). They have learned that one cannot
serve both God and mammon and have decided to serve but one master only with all their
heart, renouncing all else (Matt. 6:24). These poor of the Lord, the anawim of Yahweh,
are God’s special friends. Christ calls them blessed, and their reward is that the kingdom
of God is theirs (Matt. 5:3).
Leaving all else to serve only one master, we make ourselves poor and last in this
world. But these last are first with God, while many of the first of this world are last with
God. “Many that are first will be last, and the last first” (Matt. 19:30). This is a great
mystery. “God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise, God chose what is
weak in the world to shame the strong, God chose what is low and despised in the world,
even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are” (1 Cor. 1:27-28). One who
renounces the world makes himself last in this world. He makes himself foolish, weak,
low, and despised in the eyes of the world, for he seeks something else, not worldly
celebrations but a poor and hidden life in God, a life of prayer and silence, a simple life
far from the world with its parties, distractions, attractions, temptations, banquets, and
entertainments. He makes himself last in this world, one of the anawim, the poor of the
Lord, who seek and find all their happiness only in God, having lost and renounced all
else. About them the prophet says today, “I will leave in the midst of you a people
humble and lowly. They shall seek refuge in the name of the Lord” (Zeph. 3:12).
Such as these do not want to divide their hearts among the attractions,
temptations, pleasures, banquets, and entertainments of this world. They rather want to
live only for God with all their hearts, with undivided hearts, reserved only for the Lord,
not divided among the pleasures of this world. They are therefore dead to the world,
crucified to the world; and the world is crucified to them (Gal. 6:14). They do not want
to be like the seeds sown among thorns, for “they are choked by the cares and riches and
pleasures of life, and their fruit does not mature” (Luke 8:14).
Since they seek perfection, they renounce the good things of this world for the
sake of better things.
They renounce the delights, delicacies, banquets, and
entertainments of this world for the sake of the delights of the kingdom of God. They
renounce the pleasures of this creation for the sake of those of the new creation. Since in
Christ they have been a made new, a new creation, new creatures, new men (2 Cor. 5:17;
Rev. 21:5; Gal. 6:15; Eph. 4:22-24), they now seek the things and joys that are above, no
longer those of the earth. “If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that
are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things that
are above, not on things that are on earth” (Col. 3:1-2).
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God blesses these poor in spirit. Theirs is the kingdom of heaven. He blesses
them because they are focused exclusively on him with all their being, while the rest
dedicate themselves to themselves. Therefore God “has put down the mighty from their
thrones, and exalted those of low degree; he has filled the hungry with good things, and
the rich he has sent away empty,” as the Virgin Mary said (Luke 1:52-53). Therefore
“the bows of the mighty are broken, but the feeble gird on strength. Those who were full
have hired themselves out for bread, but those who were hungry have ceased to hunger”
(1 Sam. 2:4-5). See how God rewards the poor who have renounced everything for him.
“He raises up the poor from the dust; he lifts up the needy from the ash heap, to make
them sit with princes and inherit a seat of honor” (1 Sam. 2:8).
This is the way of perfection, of the anawim, of the poor in spirit. It is the hard
way “that leads to life, and those who find it are few” (Matt. 7:14). But “the gate is wide
and the way is easy, that leads to destruction, and those who enter by it are many” (Matt.
7: 13). God invites us to choose the hard way of perfection, the way of the few, the way
on which one focuses exclusively on God with all his heart in a life that is detached from
the world. This is the way of the poor in spirit, whom God blesses. It is those who are
last in this world, those who are babes in this world, who understand this. “I thank thee,
Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that thou hast hidden these things from the wise and
understanding and revealed them to babes; yea, Father, for such was thy gracious will”
(Matt. 11:25-26). If we choose this way of perfection, God will reveal these mysteries to
us. Therefore “Fear not little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the
kingdom” (Luke 12:32). The poor of the Lord are his little flock. They lose their lives in
this world to find them in God. “For whoever would save his life will lose it; and
whoever loses his life for my sake and the gospel’s will save it” (Mark 8:35). “He who is
least among you all is the one who is great” (Luke 9:48).
If we want to be renewed, this is the way we should choose; this is the call that we
should answer, the call to a life of perfection. We should lose our life in this world to
find it with God. We should renounce all else in order to focus exclusively on God. The
kingdom of God belongs to such as these.
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We Are Strangers and Exiles on Earth
“These all died in faith, not having received what was promised, but having seen it and
greeted it from afar, and having acknowledged that they were strangers and exiles on
earth” (Heb. 11:13).

The patriarchs are an example for us of a life of faith. Abraham left his native land at the
call of God, “and he went out, not knowing where he was to go” (Heb. 11:8). “By faith
he sojourned in the land of promise, as in a foreign land, living in tents” (Heb. 11:9). So
are we called to live in faith as strangers and exiles on earth, living in tents as in an alien
land, “for here we have no lasting city, but we seek the city which is to come” (Heb.
13:14). We should live like the patriarchs who, according to Hebrews, were seeking a
heavenly country (Heb. 11:16). Abraham lived by faith, says Hebrews, “for he looked
forward to the city which has foundations, whose builder and maker is God” (Heb.
11:10). “They desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one” (Heb. 11:16). And in the
end, “these all died in faith, not having received what was promised, but having seen it
and greeted it from afar, and having acknowledged that they were strangers and exiles on
earth” (Heb. 11:13).
The Christian life should be like this, “for here we have no lasting city, but we
seek the city which is to come” (Heb. 13:14). Hebrews presents the patriarchs living in
tents as strangers in the world seeking a heavenly homeland as models for our life of
faith. St. Peter also says, “Beloved, I beseech you as aliens and exiles to abstain from the
passions of the flesh that wage war against your soul” (1 Pet. 2:11). “Conduct yourselves
with fear throughout the time of your exile. You know that you were ransomed from the
futile ways inherited from your fathers” (1 Pet. 1:16-18). Therefore “Do not be
conformed to the passions of your former ignorance” (1 Pet. 1:14).
We are now following a new goal, a new life in God, seeking union with him.
We have been redeemed by Jesus Christ and now seek to dedicate ourselves completely
to him with all our heart in all we do. What makes us strangers and exiles on earth is
seeking to live for God alone rather than for the world and its pleasures. We renounced a
worldly life, because we want to have an undivided heart, reserved for God alone on our
pilgrimage through this world. We do not want to divide our hearts among passing loves
and worldly pleasures. We want all our love and energy to go only and directly to God.
We have therefore left our land, our home, and our former way of life to enter into an
exclusive nuptial relationship with the Lord. Those who follow this calling in a literal
and radical way also leave their family of origin and even renounce marriage so that
Christ may literally be the only spouse of their hearts (2 Cor. 11:2; 1 Cor. 7:32-34; Matt.
19:12). This is the monastic, celibate, religious, and priestly life. Those who are thus
called are indeed strangers and exiles on earth—very different from other people in their
way of life—and so should they live, with all their attention and concentration focused
exclusively on the Lord and on the heavenly city of their inheritance.
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Pluck out Your Eye
To Have an Undivided Heart
“If your right eye causes you to sin, pluck it out and throw it away; it is better that you
lose one of your members than that your whole body be thrown into hell” (Matt. 5:29).

We see here how important it is to avoid sin. Sin destroys our soul. Therefore we should
make great sacrifices to avoid sin, even the occasion of sin. In order to be more secure
and better protected from falling into sin, we should not put ourselves into the danger of
committing it. The sin that Jesus is speaking about here is adultery. “You have heard
that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I say to you that every one who
looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart. If your
right eye causes you to sin, pluck it out and throw it away” (Matt. 5:27-29).
Not only should we not commit adultery, but we should also avoid every occasion
of this sin and make great sacrifices—as great as cutting off a hand—to avoid such
occasions. The law of Jesus is much stricter than that of the Old Testament. A disciple
of Jesus should avoid even looking at a woman in a way that causes evil desires in him.
We have to avoid a situation in which our heart becomes divided by falling in love with a
woman. A heart divided in this way is tormented and knows no peace. Such a division
of heart (the alienation of affection) can destroy a marriage. If the heart of a celibate
becomes divided in this way, he loses the advantage of his celibacy, which is having a
pure and undivided heart, reserved for the Lord alone.
A celibate who guards his heart so that it does not become divided can have an
exclusive nuptial relationship with the Lord, for he excludes being in love with anyone
else and only loves God, and does so with all his heart, soul, mind, and strength (Mark
12:30). He keeps guard over himself lest he fall in love, and he does not marry in order
to avoid sharing the love of his heart even with a Christian spouse in the sacrament of
matrimony. He wants all the love of his heart to go directly to God. He therefore
consecrates himself to God to live a consecrated life, to be a consecrated person. He
knows that he will lose all this beauty if he falls in love with a woman. Therefore he
avoids all occasions of falling into this. To maintain his heart in this pure, consecrated,
and undivided state, he must make great sacrifices, as great as plucking out an eye or
cutting off a hand or a foot.
Concerning guarding the heart, Jesus says, “Every one who looks at a woman
lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matt. 5:28). Sirach says,
“Turn away your eyes from a shapely woman, and do not look intently at beauty
belonging to another; many have been misled by a woman’s beauty, and by it passion is
kindled like a fire. Never dine with another man’s wife, nor revel with her at wine; lest
your heart turn aside to her, and in blood you be plunged into destruction” (Sir. 9:8-9).
“Be ashamed of … gazing at another man’s wife” (Sir. 41:19, 21).
We are to avoid these kinds of situations; and this will mean making great
sacrifices. Such sacrifices are necessary if we want to live the life of perfection, to which
Jesus calls us (Matt. 19:21). We have to renounce a secularized lifestyle. We cannot live
like everyone else. Rather, we must be countercultural and go against the current. We
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have to live for alternative values, Christian values, and reject the false, neo-pagan values
of the dominant culture. And this is like plucking out an eye or cutting off a hand or foot
(Matt. 18:8-9). But if we want to be true Christians, this is what we have to do. Monks
give us a good example in this matter, living far from the world within their monastic
enclosure, far from this kind of temptation and social situation. But it is not only monks
who have to live in a radically different way in this world, which is so far from God.
Every true Christian has to live in a way that is radically different from the secularized
culture in which he lives.
This is the wisdom of God, not the wisdom of the world. “Among the mature we
do impart wisdom, although it is not a wisdom of this age or of the rulers of this age, who
are doomed to pass away. But we impart a secret and hidden wisdom of God” (1 Cor.
2:6-7).
We have heard the teaching of the Old Testament and of Jesus in this matter.
This then is the way in which God wants us to live, and he will help us to live in this way.
But we have to choose to do his will. “If you will, you can keep the commandments, and
to act faithfully is a matter of your own choice. He has placed before you fire and water:
stretch out your hand for whichever you wish. Before a man are life and death, and
whichever he chooses will be given to him” (Sir. 15:15-17). God places the choice
before us. We can choose either life or death, and he will give us whichever we prefer.
The problem is that death often appears beautiful, and therefore many choose it. We
need to be forewarned not to fall into the trap of beauty. This is where sacrifice comes in.
If we want to have a pure, happy, and undivided heart, we have to reject this trap—which
is like cutting off a hand or a foot. Otherwise our heart will divide because of another’s
beauty, and then we will lose our peace and will no longer have a life totally dedicated to
God with all our heart, with an undivided heart in our love for him.
“Thou hast commanded thy precepts to be kept diligently … Teach me, O Lord,
the way of thy statutes; and I will keep it to the end. Give me understanding, that I may
keep thy law and observe it with my whole heart. Lead me in the path of thy
commandments, for I delight in it” (Ps. 119:4, 33-35).
In Jesus Christ, we have a new life. He forgives our past sins and gives us a new
opportunity to follow him with all our heart without dividing it in any way. His death on
the cross paid our debt of punishment for our sins, and this will be applied to us when we
invoke him with faith. He will cleanse us, and we will begin anew as new men (Eph.
4:22-24) and new creatures (2 Cor. 5:17). Then we can walk in the newness of life (Rom.
6:4), in the light of his resurrection, and completely dedicate ourselves to him and to the
service of our neighbor, bringing him this new life that we have in Jesus Christ. We do
this by the example of our new life, by our preaching, and by other services that God will
inspire us to perform.
Before you is life and death. Choose life that you may live with God.
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Renunciation of the World
“Everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be
exalted” (Luke 14:11).

There is a great truth hidden in this verse. It is the secret of a life of perfection, the secret
that leads to enlightenment and a reborn life. In order to discover this secret, we have to
humble ourselves by renouncing the world and serving but one master only, the Lord, not
the world, not mammon—the riches, honors, and pleasures of this world—but the Lord
alone. “No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other,
or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and
mammon” (Matt. 6:24). Nor should we have treasures in this world if we want to
discover the great secret of this verse. We should have but one treasure only, the Lord.
“Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth … but lay up for yourselves treasures in
heaven … For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” (Matt. 6:19-21).
All this means that we are to humiliate ourselves in this world. A humble person
does not have treasures in this world. He does not serve wealth, riches and the pleasures
of the world. He does not serve mammon. He has renounced all of this. He has humbled
himself in this world for the sake of God, and now serves him alone with all his energy,
time, and love. Such a person has renounced his life in this world, and he will be exalted
by God. He has died to the world and is now reborn to live a new life in God and for
God alone. His life is now a life in God.
He who humbles himself like this loses his life in this world for the love of God,
“for whoever would save his life will lose it; and whoever loses his life for my sake and
the gospel’s will save it” (Mark 8:35). He, on the other hand, who wants to save his life
in this world is the one who exalts himself, and before God, he will be humbled. He who
loses his life in this world for the sake of Christ is the one who humbles himself to love
God alone and live only for him. He will be exalted by God. He will begin to live a life
of perfection. He renounces the pleasures of the world and instead follows the path of
enlightenment. He will be born again in Christ and will live for God. He has buried his
old life and now lives the new life of one who has been reborn. He is now a new man.
He has put off his old man and put on the new man in God (Eph. 4:22-24).
“Humble yourselves before the Lord and he will exalt you,” says St. James
(James 4:10). We humble ourselves by hating our life in this world for the love of God,
by renouncing it. Only by hating and renouncing our life in this world can we live a life
of perfection, for “he who loves his life loses it, and he who hates his life in this world
will keep it for eternal life” (John 12:25).
Although all are called to live in this way and follow these gospel principles, there
are some—like the rich young man—who are called to live like this in a radical and
literal way. This is the celibate, monastic, religious, priestly, and apostolic life. If we
have been called in this way, we should renounce even the appearances of the world: its
clothing, its lifestyle, its food, its entertainment, etc. One who fully responds to the call
to perfection (Matt. 19:21) dresses differently (religious dress), eats differently—simply
and austerely, perhaps only once a day—and renounces the other delights and delicacies
of the world in order to live only for God with all his energy, time, interest, and love. He
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has died to his former way of life and now lives a new life in a new way. He lives a
reborn life, hidden in God. He has completely humbled and humiliated himself in this
world. He has renounced his former life and way of life, has lost it, hates it—and thus he
has been born anew in God for a completely new way of living. It is the life of the new
man that he now lives. And because he has humiliated himself in this way, God now
exalts him.
He is like a sadhu in India who has died to the householder’s life, to marriage and
family life. He completely renounces it and now takes up a new celibate life in the forest
or in a cave with God, in poverty, thenceforth to serve God alone. The sadhu now
dresses differently, eats differently, and lives in a completely different way. He has died
to his former life and to the world. He has been born anew to a new life.
How can we live like this? If one begins to take up this path of radical
renunciation of the world, this path of perfection and enlightenment for the love of God,
God will little by little reveal to him the rest of the path, and he will gradually discover
how he is to live, abandoning the lifestyle of the world around him. We who have
responded positively to this radical call to the priestly, apostolic, celibate, and religious
life, instead of trying to imitate the lifestyle of the world, should rather renounce the
householder’s life, and instead be witnesses to the life of perfection and enlightenment
for the good of the world. In this way, we will bless and help the world as we should
with our particular way of life.
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The Contemplative Life Amid the Dens of Lions
And Mountains of Leopards
“I have grown tall as a cedar on Lebanon, as a cypress on Mount Hermon; I have grown
tall as a palm in En-Gedi, as the rose bushes of Jericho … Like cinnamon and acanthus, I
have yielded a perfume, like choice myrrh, have breathed out a scent” (Sir. 24:13-14 JB).

The liturgy—especially the monastic liturgy—has always found Mary in the images of
the Song of Songs and in chapter twenty-four of Sirach. For the monastic liturgy, she is
the bride par excellence of the Song of Songs, the bride of God. If Israel is the spouse of
Yahweh (Isa. 62:5), if the Church is the spouse of Christ (2 Cor. 11:2; Eph. 5:23-24), and
if a Christian can have an exclusive nuptial relationship with God or with Christ (1 Cor.
7:32-34), and if all these can see themselves in the bride of the Song of Songs, then who
is more worthy of this imagery than the Virgin Mary, the spouse of God, the Mother of
God, the one who bore the Son of the eternal Father? So does the monastic liturgy—
concerned as it is about our loving bridal relationship with God—view Mary, namely as
the model for our own nuptial relationship with God. Therefore we can use the imagery
of the Songs of Songs for Mary as an inspiration for ourselves in our relationship with
God.
Mary’s love for God beautifies her, affecting even the fragrance of her breath and
the scent of her clothing. Her breath has the fragrance of cinnamon. “Like cinnamon and
acanthus, I have yielded a perfume,” she says, “like choice myrrh, have breathed out a
scent” (Sir. 24:15 JB).
How often do we speak of the odor of sanctity? Perhaps it is the smell of the
mixture of burning candle wax, incense, and altar wine that fills our churches and clings
to those who spend much time in them. Perhaps it is the smell of the forest, of its pines,
cedars, and cypresses, where hermits often go to be alone with God, or perhaps it is the
fragrance of the open field or desert that lingers about holy people who frequent these
places in quest of solitude. The bride of the Song of Songs has this aspect about her. Her
breath is sweet as cinnamon, her clothes have the scent of the forest, of the mountains of
God. “The scent of your garments is like the scent of Lebanon,” says her divine spouse
(Cant. 4:11). Indeed, it is there too that the bride of the Song of Songs goes to meet her
divine lover.
If it is true that love beautifies a person, how much more will divine love do so to
the Mother of God, even affecting her smell! “The scent of your breath like apples,”
says her lover (Cant. 7:8), and indeed she eats naturally sweet things, apples and raisins,
for she lovesick. “Sustain me with raisins,” she says, “refresh me with apples; for I am
sick with love” (Cant. 2:5).
If we follow the imagery of the Song of Songs, we see the bride going to many
different places to be alone with her lover. While not all of this is literally true of Mary,
there is a deeper sense in which it is indeed true. In the silence of her heart, wherever she
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is, she can be alone with God, the great lover of her heart; and in this, she is a model for
us all. So we see her, as the liturgy loves to see her, in all these images.
She lives with her beloved in a cottage in the midst of a garden filled with fruit.
“Over our doors are all choice fruits,” she says, “new as well as old, which I have laid up
for you, O my beloved” (Cant. 7:13). These are the sweet things she eats with him,
making even her breath sweet. And the aroma of her lover clings to her as well, for he
comes to her “like a gazelle or a young stag upon the mountains of spices” (Cant. 8:14),
the mountains of aromas.
Her lover goes to visit her in a house made of cedar and cypress trees, built upon a
mountain of aromatic myrrh. “Until the day breathes and the shadows flee,” he says, “I
will hie me to the mountain of myrrh and the hill of frankincense” (Cant. 4:6). “Our
couch is green,” she says (Cant. 1:16), indicating the freshness of its wood; and “the
beams of our house are cedar trees, its paneling the cypress,” she adds (Cant. 1:17 JB).
The imagery of aromas continues: “My beloved is to me a bag of myrrh,” she
says, “that lies between my breasts,” (Cant. 1:13) as she reclines on her green couch, in
her house of cedar and cypress, on the mountain of myrrh and the hill of frankincense.
Her beloved is as sweet as flowers to her. “My beloved is to me a cluster of henna
blossoms in the vineyards of Engedi,” she says (Cant. 1:13-14). With all of this, how
could she not have the odor of sanctity?
The bride of the Song of Songs wants to live in solitude and silence, far from the
world with its noise and distractions, to be alone with her beloved. She therefore goes to
the remotest places, where only wild animals live—leopards and lions—and he follows
her there, seeks her out, and says to her, “Come with me from Lebanon, my bride; come
with me from Lebanon. Depart from the peak of Amana, from the peak of Senir and
Hermon, from the dens of lions, from the mountains of leopards” (Cant. 4:8).
While the Virgin Mary lived in Nazareth and Bethlehem, in spirit she lived on the
heights of Lebanon and Mount Hermon. Her companions are leopards and lions, who
make their dens in places far from human habitation. The Carthusian night office sings
about these mountains of leopards and dens of lions on feasts of the Blessed Virgin Mary.
It is one of the most beautiful responsaries of their night office, hauntingly expressing the
monastic longing to live remote from the world, alone with God, in solitude and silence.
Surely Mary, in her home in Nazareth and Bethlehem, lived like this much of her time.
May the bride of the Song of Songs be our model as well in this longing of the human
spirit to be alone with God.
Beautified by her loving relationship with God, Mary is a locked garden of the
choicest flowers, and she wants the gentle breezes to waft her aromas abroad for her
lover. “A garden locked is my sister, my bride … ” he says. “Your shoots are an orchard
of pomegranates with all choicest fruits, henna with nard, nard and saffron, calamus and
cinnamon, with all trees of frankincense, myrrh and aloes, with all chief spices—” (Cant.
4:12-15). Therefore she invokes the winds. “Awake, O north wind,” she says, “and
come, O south wind! Blow upon my garden, let its fragrance be wafted abroad. Let my
beloved come to his garden, and eat its choicest fruits” (Cant. 4:16). So does God delight
in Mary. So does he delight in us if, like her, we give our hearts totally to him.
At times, the bride also goes to the desert to be alone with her beloved in
contemplation, and she returns all perfumed by her encounter. “Who is that coming up
from the wilderness, leaning upon her beloved?” (Cant. 8:5). “What is that coming up
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from the wilderness, like a column of smoke, perfumed with myrrh and frankincense,
with all the fragrant powders of the merchant?” (Cant. 3:6). Again the Carthusian night
office sings this verse on feasts of Mary. It sees her filled with the aromas and fragrances
of her divine lover. But this is also the soul of every contemplative who wants to be
transformed, beautified, and filled with the odor of sanctity by its loving encounter with
God.
Indeed, we want to grow “like a cedar in Lebanon, and like a cypress on the
heights of Hermon … like a palm tree in Engedi and like rose plants in Jericho; like a
beautiful olive tree in the field” (Sir. 24:13-14). We want to exhale perfume like
cinnamon and give forth a pleasant odor like choice myrrh (Sir. 24:15 JB). We want the
gentle breezes to waft our aromas abroad, for the odor of sanctity can travel even against
the wind.
We can grow like this in solitude and silence, in remote places, in a life of prayer
and fasting, in a life alone with God. Mary is our model in all this even though she lived
at home. In spirit, she dwelt upon the heights. She is the great model of the monastic
life, and monks have always seen her through the lens of the beautiful and haunting
images and scenes of the Song of Songs. Indeed, these images can apply to us too.
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They Wandered through Deserts
“They went out in skins of sheep and goats, destitute, afflicted, ill-treated—of whom the
world was not worthy—wandering over deserts and mountains, and in dens and caves of
the earth” (Heb. 11:37-38).

Israel’s forty years of wandering in the desert was the time of its betrothal to Yahweh.
“Thus says the Lord, I remember the devotion of your youth, your love as a bride, how
you followed me in the wilderness, in a land not sown” (Jer. 2:2). God wants to call her
back to the desert to renew her. “Therefore, behold, I will allure her, and bring her into
the wilderness, and speak tenderly to her … And there she shall answer as in the days of
her youth” (Hos. 2:14-15). God wants to remove her from the distractions around her to
renew her. The renewal will take place in the desert. “In the wilderness prepare the way
of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall be
lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become
level, and the rough places a plain. And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all
flesh shall see it together’” (Isaiah 40:3-5). The Rechabites refused to build houses, live
in cities, or drink wine. They lived in the desert in tents, seeking a pure, unpolluted life,
dedicated to the Lord (Jer. 35:6-7). Elijah withdrew to the brook Cherith during a
drought. “You shall drink from the brook, and I have commanded the ravens to feed you
there” (1 Kings 17:4). John the Baptist and his disciples lived in the desert to prepare the
people for the coming of the Lord. The Essene and the Qumran communities lived in the
desert far from the moral pollution of the cities, purifying themselves for the Lord. The
Therapeutae did the same in Egypt, living a contemplative life in the desert at the time of
Christ (Philo, Vita Contemplativa). The deserts of Palestine and Egypt became the
dwelling place of tens of thousands of monks during the 4th and 5th centuries. They
followed the example of John the Baptist and his disciples, leaving everything of this
world to live uniquely for the Lord. This text of Hebrews inspired them and was quoted
by monks. “They went about in skins of sheep and goats … —of whom the world was
not worthy—wandering over deserts and mountains, and in dens and caves of the earth”
(Heb. 11:37-38). There they could purify themselves and unify their lives around the one
thing necessary (Luke 10:41-42). The eremitic life is the desert life, where Jesus
frequently withdrew to pray (Mark 1:35).
Jesus totally changes us. He cured the demoniac, who then completely changed
his way of living (Mark 5:15). Jesus gives us new ideals, a new love, a new goal and
purpose—to live henceforth for him and for the salvation of the world. One way of doing
this is to live in the desert, in solitude, to avoid distraction in a life dedicated to God.
There we can free ourselves from the pleasures, distractions, attractions, entertainments,
and temptations of the world that divide our hearts and weaken our spirits. There one can
dedicate all his time, strength, and energy to contemplation in a simple and austere life,
correctly unified and engaged in the one thing necessary (Luke 10:41-42).
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Preaching out of Solitude
“And he said to them, ‘Come away by yourselves to a lonely place, and rest a while.’ For
many were coming and going, and they had no leisure even to eat. And they went away
in the boat to a lonely place by themselves” (Mark 6:31-32).

We see here the desire and the need that Jesus felt for solitude. He longed for a solitary
and peaceful place to rest alone with his apostles, to live in community with them alone,
and to pray. But “As he landed he saw a great throng, and he had compassion on them,
because they were like sheep without a shepherd; and he began to teach them many
things” (Mark 6:34). Despite the fact that he had withdrawn from the crowds in search of
solitude with God, he also saw the need that people had for the teaching and preaching
that only he could give them.
It may be the same with us. Even hermits, who retire from the world to be alone
with God in a tranquil and peaceful place, may still sense that the world needs their
teaching and preaching that only they can give. Therefore some hermits become writers,
for in this way they can teach others while continuing to live in solitude. One can write
in solitude and silence, and writing can be a form of meditation whereby we deepen our
understanding of the faith. But by publishing these writings, one can teach the world that
so needs a word of faith, born in solitude and prayer. Thus hermits, without giving up
their solitude, can continue to be lights in the world (Matt. 5:14-16).
In fact, those who most love silence and solitude to be alone with God in prayer,
reading, and writing, are often the most capable of feeding the spiritual hunger of the
world. Therefore it is important that at least some hermits be writers and publish their
writings. The most famous hermit-writer of our times is Thomas Merton. But there have
been others, such as St. Isaac the Syrian in the seventh century. His writings, so full of
the experience of the love of God, nourish us even today. But to give spiritual
nourishment through writing, one needs more than mere scholarship. He also needs faith,
personal commitment to God, and experience in contemplation, gained in solitude. A
hermit is often the best qualified person to preach to the multitudes. He has a message
with a profundity that can lead many in the ways of the Spirit. Hermits can share with
others what they themselves have learned in solitude and contemplation. By preaching
through writing instead of in person, they can preserve their solitude, which nourishes
their own spirits. And today we have the gift of the internet, whereby one can preach
instantaneously and simultaneously in all parts of the world by group-emails and a
website without even leaving one’s cell.
A hermit must work in his cell, and writing can be his work, for it is a type of
work that is particularly suitable for solitary life. It can be done alone, in silence, without
leaving one’s cell. It does not destroy solitude, and it is a service which a hermit can
render to the whole Church and to the world beyond, and it is often a service which a
hermit is the most qualified person to offer.
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The Call to a Life of Perfection
“You, therefore, must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt. 5:48).

We are to strive to be perfect, because we are the temple of God, the dwelling place of
God’s Spirit (1 Cor. 3:16). “If any one destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him.
For God’s temple is holy, and that temple you are” (1 Cor. 3:17). Jesus calls us to a life
of perfection and holiness. “You shall be holy; for I the Lord your God am holy,” says
Leviticus today (Lev. 19:2). Being perfect means doing the will of God. We do the will
of God if we keep his commandments. The first commandment of Jesus is to love God
with all your heart, and the second one is to love your neighbor (Mark 12:30-31).
How should we love our neighbor? Leviticus tells us today, “You should not hate
your brother in your heart, but you shall reason with your neighbor, lest you bear sin
because of him” (Lev. 19:17). We should first seek our own perfection in loving God
with all our heart. Then we can and should correct our neighbor so that he also may learn
what is the will of God and do it. In fact, we have a responsibility to correct our
neighbor. If we do not, we will be guilty before God and held responsible for the
spiritual death of our neighbor. “If I say to the wicked, ‘You shall surely die,’ and you
give him no warning, nor speak to warn the wicked man from his wicked way, in order to
save his life, that wicked man shall die in his iniquity; but his blood I will require at your
hand. But if you warn the wicked, and he does not turn from his wickedness, or from his
wicked way, he shall die in his iniquity; but you will have saved your life” (Ezek. 3:1819).
We can love our neighbor in many ways. We can give him money; or serve him
personally, as does a missionary in the various services which he provides for his
neighbor; and we can also preach the word of God to him, thus orienting his life
correctly, showing him the will of God, his salvation in Jesus Christ, the forgiveness of
his sins through the cross of Christ, and the way of perfection. Thus he too will be able
to love God with all his heart above all things and pour out his life for others for the love
of God. In preaching the gospel to him, we can and should also correct him, showing
him his false paths, even though the so-called wise of this world value these paths.
Nowadays there are many errors in the world, which many do not even recognize
as errors. This is so, “for the wisdom of this world is folly with God” (1 Cor. 3:19), yet
many admire and follow this wisdom, which is no wisdom at all, but only ignorance. But
in following this wisdom of the world, they fall into many errors and live in an erroneous
way. If we want to be perfect, we have to avoid these errors and choose the way of
perfection. Then, in order not to be held responsible for the spiritual death of our
neighbor, who is caught and lost in these errors, we are to correct him, give him a good
example of proper behavior, and preach to him God’s call to a life of perfection.
And what are the errors that we should correct, first in ourselves, and then in our
neighbor if we want to be perfect as our heavenly Father is perfect (Matt. 5:48)? These
errors involve every area of our life. They concern silence, how we eat, how we dress,
how we spend our time, how we pray, and how we work.
Concerning silence, how many have no respect for silence either in their own life
or in that of others? They do not know that everyone needs times, places, and situations
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that are sacred, in which we should observe a prayerful and respectful silence, especially
early in the morning. This time should be dedicated to God, especially if we are priests
or religious. This is the time for the divine office, vigils, and the celebration of mass. It
is also the time for silent contemplation and for thanksgiving after receiving Holy
Communion. It is not the time to talk about the weather.
Another error concerns the way we dress. We should not dress in tight, formfitting clothes that reveal all the contours of our body. A Christian should rather dress
modestly, with simplicity and humility. If we are priests or religious, we should wear
religious dress, which will greatly help us to live a priestly or religious life, a life
radically dedicated to God, and at the same time it will give an important public witness,
so much needed today when our culture has become so secularized.
Concerning food, we have forgotten all about asceticism, as though it were no
longer valid or necessary today. On the contrary, it is more important and necessary
today than ever. It is the path to mysticism, which is a loving relationship with God that
transforms our spirit, purifies us, and unites us to God. We have to deny ourselves in this
world for the love of God, sacrificing the banquets of this world for the sake of the
eschatological and heavenly banquet in the kingdom of God. We have to purify
ourselves through asceticism so that our spirit might live in God and find its delight in
him. This is only possible if we renounce the flavors of this world. For this reason
monks traditionally ate very simple and healthy food, without adornment or seasoning,
except salt, which is necessary for life.
If we want to respond positively to God’s call to a life of perfection, this is the
path we must choose, and these are the errors that we must correct, first in ourselves, then
in our neighbor. Thus will we love God with all our heart and our neighbor as ourselves.
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The Basic Principles of Spirituality
“And he called to him the multitude with his disciples, and said to them, ‘If any man
would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For
whoever would save his life will lose it; and whoever loses his life for my sake and the
gospel’s will save it’” (Mark 8:34-35).

With these verses we are at the very heart of Christian spirituality. They are the
foundation of the spiritual life and are the basic principles of spirituality. They
furthermore contain a message of great importance for our time of relaxation. Our
secularized culture does not understand these principles in its endless quest for a
comfortable life and a wide and spacious path. But Jesus goes against our culture and our
so-called wisdom and teaches us the exact opposite, saying that if we want to be his
followers, we have to deny ourselves, take up our cross, and lose our life in this world for
his sake and for preaching the message of salvation in him. Only in this way, he tells us,
can we save our lives in God.
Truly, we have to lose our life in this world in dedicating ourselves to God and to
his will. And his will is clear in Jesus’ first commandment to love God with all our heart,
body, mind, soul, spirit, and strength—with all our interest, activity, work, and time, with
all our life (Mark 12:30). How do we do this? We will eliminate from our life all that is
opposed to this, every attempt to center on ourselves. Therefore Jesus counsels us to
renounce everything else if we want to truly be his disciple. “So therefore, whoever of
your does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33).
For me, this does not mean renouncing the things we need to preach the gospel
and live totally for God, things like a computer, which today is necessary to write, send,
and publish sermons in which we proclaim the salvation of God in the cross of Christ and
the basic principles of spirituality, principles which tell us to follow the pattern of the
cross, denying ourselves for the love of God. Rather, the renunciation of all things means
to refuse to put things into our life, body, and heart which will compete with God for our
attention, love, and interest. It means to live in evangelical poverty and reject luxury and
unnecessary delights in food and entertainment. We should radically and literally leave
these things and live in great simplicity and humility, seeking our happiness in God and
in a life totally dedicated to him. If we live this way, we will appear to the world to have
lost our life. But the truth is that we have lost our life only to find it in God.
If we want to fully dedicate ourselves to God and his will, we can also learn his
will in Jesus’ second commandment to dedicate ourselves to our neighbor. We can do
this, for example, by preaching salvation to him in Jesus Christ and by proclaiming his
call to perfection through leaving all for love of him. If we do this, we will lose our life
in this world, pouring it out for the good of our neighbor for the love of God.
In following these two commandments, we will live a truly spiritual life, founded
on the basic principles of spirituality, which Jesus taught us.
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How to Unite Ourselves to God
“And his garments became glistening, intensely white, as no fuller on earth could bleach
them” (Mark 9:3).

This is the transfiguration of Jesus Christ. St. Luke says that Jesus “took Peter and John
and James, and went up upon the mountain to pray” (Luke 9:28). At times, Jesus prayed
on a mountain (Luke 6:12). As he prayed, “he was transfigured before them, and his face
shone like the sun, and his garments became white as light” (Matt. 17:2), and “a bright
cloud overshadowed them” (Matt. 17:5), and “a voice from the cloud said, ‘This is my
beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased’” (Matt. 17:5).
This was an experience of light. Christ’s face shone like the sun, and a cloud of
light covered them. So will we be on the last day if we are saved, for “then the righteous
will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father” (Matt. 13:43). These three apostles
were given an experience of Jesus in his heavenly glory, and this is how he would appear
from heaven to St. John: “And his face was like the sun shining in full strength” (Rev.
1:16).
Even in the Old Testament there were glimpses of God’s glory. “Moses went up
on the mountain, and the cloud covered the mountain” (Exod. 24:15), “and Moses entered
the cloud” (Exod. 24:18). When he came down, he “did not know that the skin of his
face shone because he had been talking with God” (Exod. 34:29).
Christ is now in glory, seated at the right had of his Father (Heb. 10:12), and we
can get glimpses of his glory in our spirit in contemplation when he wants to reveal
himself to us. The apostles saw his glory with their physical eyes on the mount of
transfiguration, but we can contemplate his glory with the eyes of the spirit, when he
grants us this great gift. Therefore we wait in darkness, in silent prayer, focused on him
in love, and he will fill us with his light and love. This contemplation, which is normally
contemplation in darkness, builds us up and transforms us, especially when Christ reveals
himself to us in his splendor. Then “we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the
Lord, are being changed into his likeness from one degree of glory to another; for this
comes from the Lord who is the Spirit” (2 Cor. 3:18). Contemplating the glory of Christ
transforms us from one degree of glory to another into the very image of Christ. He
shines in our hearts, illuminating us with “the glory of God in the face of Christ” (2 Cor.
4:6). “It is the God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ who has shone in our
hearts” (2 Cor. 4:6) through the light that is on the face of Christ.
This contemplation transforms us. There is nothing in creation that is like God.
Therefore the means to arrive at union with God is darkness and the renunciation of the
delights of the visible world. These delights can help beginners to see God’s goodness;
but to grow spiritually, we must renounce them and contemplate God in darkness; and in
that darkness, he will reveal himself to us and shine in our hearts. If we do not renounce
these delights and contemplate him in darkness, we will remain beginners.
Contemplating him in darkness means sitting in silence, focused on him in love.
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The Power of Prayer and Fasting
“This kind cannot be driven out by anything but prayer and fasting” (Mark 9:29).

This is Jesus’ explanation, after casting out an evil spirit from a boy, when his disciples
asked him, “Why could we not cast it out?” (Mark 9:28). They were not able to cast it
out because they lacked the means necessary to do so—namely “prayer and fasting”
(Mark 9:19). We remember that during Jesus’ ministry his disciples had not yet begun to
fast. People had asked him, “Why … your disciples do not fast?” (Mark 2:18). Jesus
said that when he would no longer be physically present among them, “then they will fast
in that day” (Mark 2:20). Since those days had not yet begun, his disciples lacked the
power to cast out this spirit.
There is a link between prayer and fasting that gives us power to do good here on
earth. The three traditional practices—prayer, fasting, and almsgiving (helping others,
ministry)—are linked together, each one helping the other. If we pray with fasting, our
ministry (almsgiving) will be powerful. Prayer connects us to God, and fasting gives us a
clean, undivided heart, reserved for him alone, not divided among the unnecessary
pleasures and delights of this world. With such a strong connection to God through
prayer and fasting, our preaching (ministry) will be powerful, because it will be sincere
and authentic.
We are to preach the salvation of God that is in Jesus Christ by means of his
vicarious death on the cross. This salvation will first save us, justly forgiving all our sins
through our faith in the merits of the death of Christ on the cross, who suffered for us the
punishment due to our sins instead of us, as our substitute, thus freeing us from all sense
of guilt and giving us the gift of the freedom of the children of God (Gal. 3:13; 2 Cor.
5:21). Then, if we unite ourselves to God in prayer, fortified by fasting from the delights
of the table and of the world in general, thus reserving our heart only for God, we will be
able to proclaim his salvation in Jesus Christ with conviction and power. Many who hear
us will be saved, forgiven, and cleansed from all sense of guilt and suffering of spirit
through their faith in what they hear. “So faith comes from what is heard, and what is
heard comes by the preaching of Christ” (Rom. 10:17).
Today there are many who want to pray and contemplate, yet many of them lack a
deep and clear faith in the vicarious death of Jesus Christ, who saves us by taking our
place and suffering our punishment for us. Of those who want to contemplate, many lack
the necessary faith, and most are not interested in fasting. They do not want to live for
God with all their heart. They also want to have the unnecessary delights and pleasures
of the world. So they do not reserve their hearts for the Lord alone and do not have an
undivided heart in their love for him. Hence their prayer lacks power, and their ministry
and preaching is weak, having little effect. Truly, “This kind cannot be driven out by
anything but prayer and fasting” (Mark 9:29).
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Vocations to Religious Life, Celibacy,
And the Priesthood
“No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he
will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and mammon”
(Matt. 6:24).

This is the great truth taught by the gospel, the radical call to a life of perfection.
Nowadays when in certain countries there are practically no vocations to the religious
life, celibacy, and the priesthood, this is precisely the message that we need to hear in the
Church. Our modern, secularized culture has forgotten about heroism. It is a culture of
greed and pleasure, not of heroism. Therefore there is no more important message today
than this call to perfection. Jesus calls us to be radical in our response to his call to
follow him. He wants us to follow him alone, and leave everything else.
All are called in this way to love God with all their heart (Mark 12:30) and to
serve him alone (Matt. 6:24), but what has been forgotten today is a still more radical and
literal response to this call, in which we do not keep back anything for ourselves, but
serve only God. This is the call or vocation to the religious life, celibacy, and the
priesthood. This is precisely the call that is not heard today, and so needs to be repeated
and emphasized in the Church’s preaching. Every age has its own unique problems, and
the preaching of the gospel should focus on the particular problems of its own age to
correct them. In our age, we need to preach about heroism as the response that God is
seeking in us. We have to preach about the life of perfection, and today’s gospel gives us
a perfect opportunity to do so.
How can we serve only one master? How can we stop serving mammon, the
riches and pleasures of the world? We must make a decision and stop dividing our path.
If we try to walk down two roads at the same time, we will get nowhere and will not
please God. We have to leave one road and definitively choose the other, and remain
faithful to it until the end. We have to renounce a secularized lifestyle and stop
uncritically imitating the culture and customs around us. That is the road that we have to
leave.
In fact, this call to perfection is something that applies to every believer, but
especially to those who feel called to respond in a literal way and truly leave everything,
including family and marriage itself in order to have a radically undivided heart in their
love and service of God alone. These latter are called to a celibate, religious, and priestly
life. Christ is their only master and their only spouse. They have a nuptial relationship
with him which is exclusive, excluding even marriage and family—both of origin and of
procreation. They renounce the householder’s life and live alone or in community with
other solitaries like themselves a life radically dedicated to God.
This life which renounces more receives greater spiritual reward. Those who
leave all for God receive all from God. It is they who receive the hundredfold reward
that Jesus promised to those who leave their family to live for him alone (Matt. 19:29).
God is their reward, and he can dwell in them without having to compete with anyone or
anything for their complete attention and for all their interest and love. In him is their
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life. In such a life, we do not fall in love with any human being except Christ, and we
reserve and carefully guard our heart in a literal and radical way for him alone, and he
rewards us a hundredfold. Since we renounce more for him, we receive more from him.
Our response to Jesus’ call to a life of perfection should be modeled on the
response of the first disciples to Jesus’ call: “And when they had brought their boats to
land, they left everything and followed him” (Luke 5:11). And when he called Levi, “he
left everything, and rose and followed him” (Luke 5:28). When he called the sons of
Zebedee, “they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired servants, and followed
him” (Mark 1:20).
Jesus’ radical call requires us to leave our family. “Now great multitudes
accompanied him; and he turned and said to them, ‘If any one comes to me and does not
hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and
even his own life, he cannot be my disciple’” (Luke 14:25-26). Jesus is speaking here
about renouncing everything, even the most important persons, the family itself. He calls
us even to this, in order to live for him alone, for it is impossible to live for him in this
radical and literal way while living in a family, whether it be our family of origin or of
procreation. To follow him in this new way, we have to renounce both family and
marriage, and either live alone or in a community with others who have made the same
radical renunciation, and who can support us in our dedication to live for God alone.
Such is the call to perfection. “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks
back is fit for the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:62). Leave your family then if you want to
follow this call in a radical and literal way. “Leave the dead to bury their own dead; but
as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:60). Such is the religious,
celibate, and priestly vocation. It is a call to spiritual heroism, a call to have one master
only in the most literal way possible. It is a way of radically losing your life in this world
for the love of God, to find it anew in him (Mark 8:35). “He who loves his life loses it,
and he who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life” (John 12:25). “Truly, I
say to you, there is no man who has left house or wife or brothers or parents or children,
for the sake of the kingdom of God, who will not receive manifold more in this time, and
in the age to come eternal life” (Luke 18:29).
Those who respond positively to this call to perfection, to a religious and celibate,
priestly and apostolic vocation, can pray today’s responsorial psalm in a special and
literal way from the depths of their heart: “For God alone my soul waits in silence; from
him comes my salvation. He only is my rock and my salvation, my fortress; I shall not be
greatly moved” (Ps. 61:1-2).
This is the more difficult and less traveled path, but it leads to the hundredfold
reward (Matt. 19:29)—a life with God. So “enter by the narrow gate; for the gate is wide
and the way is easy, that leads to destruction, and those who enter by it are many. For the
gate is narrow and the way is hard, that leads to life, and those who find it are few” (Matt.
7:13-14). A religious, celibate, and priestly vocation is the most literal and radical way of
walking this narrow and hard path that leads to life. Few choose it, but those who do
receive the hundredfold reward (Matt. 19:29).
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Do Not Presume on God’s Patience
“Do not be so confident of atonement that you add sin to sin” (Sir. 5:5).

God is compassion and mercy, and he forgives our sins when we repent, change our life,
and invoke the merits of the death of Jesus Christ on the cross. Jesus’ first recorded adult
words were, “Repent, and believe in the gospel” (Mark 1:15). Then the merits of his
vicarious death on the cross will be applied to us, and God will accept his sufferings in
place of ours, and we will be forgiven, for it is not necessary to exact punishment twice
for our sins, once from Jesus Christ and then a second time from us. Christ suffered our
punishment due to our sins (Gal. 3:13; 2 Cor. 5:21; Isa. 53:5). Therefore God frees us
from the suffering and punishment that we would otherwise have had to undergo.
But it is an error to presume on God’s forgiveness and continue sinning or living a
worldly life, thinking that God is so merciful that he will never punish us. His
forgiveness is dependent on our repentance. If we continue deliberately sinning or living
in a worldly way, he will punish us. The fact that he has not punished you yet is only a
sign of his patience. He is giving you time to repent. You should not take his patience as
proof that he will never punish you. It is therefore a great mistake to intentionally
continue sinning or living a lax, worldly life, following the impulses, whims, passions,
and worldly desires of your heart. You do not know whether you will have time to
repent, and you have forgotten the whole purpose of your life in this world.
God did not put us here to live in delights, but rather to love him with all our heart
(Mark 12:30). If we are trying to walk down two paths, we will make no progress and
will not please God. We should rather make great sacrifices to love him, even to the
point of cutting off a hand or a foot if it scandalizes us, lest we be cast into hell (Mark
9:43).
Jesus calls us to a life of perfection, to leave all to have only him as the joy of our
heart (Matt. 19:21; 13:44-46; Luke 14:33, 26). But many do not want to hear or do this,
because they do not want to renounce the delights of this world. They prefer to divide
their heart and walk down two paths, presuming on God’s mercy.
They should not feel so confident of God’s forgiveness. They should not presume
on his patience. He is giving us time to convert; but if we do not convert, he will punish
us. Therefore “Do not be led by your appetites and energy to follow the passions of your
heart … for the Lord will certainly give you your deserts. And do not say, ‘His
compassion is great, he will forgive me my many sins’; for with him are both mercy and
retribution, and his anger does not pass from sinners. Do not delay your return to the
Lord, do not put it off day after day; for suddenly the Lord’s wrath will blaze out, and on
the day of punishment you will be utterly destroyed” (Sir. 5:2-3, 6-7 JB).
What we are to do is live well the one life God gave us by living only for him,
walking by only one path, not two, and leaving the delights of the world that divide our
heart. We should not delay in repenting and converting completely and uniquely to the
Lord. Let us benefit from his patience, not presume on it.
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Have Many Friends but Few Counselors
“Let those that are at peace with you be many, but let your advisers be one in a thousand”
(Sir. 6:6).

Today we learn the value of a true friend and the care we must take not to confide in
many. “When you gain a friend, gain him through testing, and do not trust him hastily”
(Sir. 6:7). Not all can understand us nor do all share our faith and ideals. If we are not
careful in whom we confide, many will think we are crazy. Especially if you fear the
Lord and always try to do his will, many will neither understand nor accept you. If you
hastily confide in them, it will be to your harm. Rather “stay constantly with a godly man
whom you know to be a keeper of the commandments, whose soul is in accord with your
soul” (Sir. 37:12). You may confide in him. He will understand you. Like you, he also
wants to live for God alone and to arrange his life accordingly. He can counsel you.
Do not consult … with a coward about war … with an idler about any work …
with a lazy servant about a big task” (Sir. 37:11). They will advise you that you are tiring
yourself out in vain trying to serve God alone, that it is better to live la dolce vita, an
indolent, lazy, and self-indulgent life, that God is merciful and does not demand so much
of you. They will tell you that God is only love and has no wrath, and that he will never
punish you; so you should therefore enjoy life and live amid the delights of this world.
They will say that there is no danger in dividing your heart and forgetting God. They will
think that those who live a sacrificial life for the love of God alone are misguided and do
not know how to live. Therefore guard yourself in their presence and do not confide in
them or take counsel from them.
The best counselor is God. We should always seek his guidance in everything we
do. “Besides all this pray to the Most High that he may direct your way in truth” (Sir.
37:15). Do nothing without praying for discernment to know God’s will. You should
pray like this: “Teach me, O Lord, the way of thy statutes; and I will keep it to the end.
Give me understanding, that I may keep thy law and observe it with my whole heart.
Lead me in the path of thy commandments for I delight in it” (Ps. 118:33-35). Having
prayed like this and having consulted with those who fear God and keep his
commandments, do not let yourself be carried away by the crowd who have not
committed themselves to living for God alone. Rather, “establish the counsel of your
own heart, for no one is more faithful to you than it is. For a man’s soul sometimes keeps
him better informed than seven watchmen sitting high on a watchtower” (Sir. 37:14-15).
We are to trust in God’s guidance in our heart and remain faithful to it.
In short, “let those that are at peace with you be many, but let your advisers be
one in a thousand” (Sir. 6:6).
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Many that Are First Will Be Last,
And the Last First
“Truly, I say to you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child shall not
enter it” (Mark 10:15).

This is an important teaching of Jesus. It shows us how we are to live if we want to enter
into the kingdom of God. We must be like children. And what is a child like? It is pure,
innocent, lowly, humble, insignificant in this world, has no importance whatsoever in the
world, is looked down upon, is ignored, and is a total outsider to any position of power,
respect, or honor in this world. So must we be in order to enter into the kingdom of God.
But how can this be? Who wants this? Who can endure this?
Yet it is true, “For whoever would save his life will lose it; and whoever loses his
life for my sake and the gospel’s will save it. For what does it profit a man, to gain the
whole world and forfeit his life?” (Mark 8:35-36). But why is it so? It is so, because in
order to be a disciple we must deny ourselves, take up our cross, and follow Jesus (Mark
8:34). To deny ourselves means to live from now on for God, and no longer for
ourselves. It means to love him with all our heart, mind, soul, spirit, body, time, and
work (Mark 12:30). And he who does this makes himself like a child in this world. One
who lives like this is no longer following the values of the world. He is dead to the
world, and the world to him (Gal. 6:14). He has lost his life in this world. He has
rejected the lifestyle of the world. He has become a complete outsider to the world and to
his culture. He now follows other values, alternative values. He has become a stranger
and an exile on earth, an outsider who counts for nothing in the world. He has become
the smallest in the world, but the greatest with God (Luke 9:48).
One who makes himself like a child like this for the sake of the kingdom of God
loves and seeks silence and solitude to be alone with God in his heart in prayer, reading,
and quiet, recollected work. He lives a simple life, for he does not want to divide his
heart among the pleasures and delights of the world, but rather keep and guard it pure,
innocent, and undivided, reserved for the Lord alone, for he wants to live from now on
only for God, leaving everything else for him.
Thus “whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself
will be exalted” (Matt. 23:12). If we want to be exalted by God, we have to humble
ourselves in this world by renouncing the neo-pagan values of our culture and live
henceforth for other values. We must become countercultural and go against the current.
We have to live by alternative values, putting off the old man and putting on the new man
in Jesus Christ. Therefore “he who is least among you all is the one who is great” (Luke
9:48), and “if any one would be first, he must be last of all and servant of all” (Mark
9:35). Thus “many that are first will be last, and the last first” (Matt. 19:30). And
“whoever humbles himself like this child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven”
(Matt. 18:4). Such is the life of perfection to which God calls us. “So therefore, whoever
of you does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33).
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The Universal Call to Perfection
“And Jesus looking upon him loved him, and said to him, ‘You lack one thing; go, sell
what you have, and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come,
follow me’” (Mark 10:21).

This is the call of the rich young man. In St. Matthew’s version we see that this
invitation to renounce one’s possessions is directed to those who want to be perfect: “If
you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess” (Matt. 19:21). Therefore if we want to
live a life of perfection, this is what we have to do—leave all for Jesus. But to whom is
the call to perfection given? All believers all called to be perfect, for when speaking to
all Jesus said, “You, therefore, must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt.
5:48). It is clear that this call to perfection via renunciation is directed to everyone, for
when speaking to great crowds (Luke 14:25) Jesus said, “So therefore, whoever of you
does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33).
It is very important that we realize that this is a universal call to perfection. If we
do not grasp its universality, we will falsely conclude that it only applies to the few who
are monks, religious, celibates, and priests, but that everyone else is called to a life of fun
and games, self-indulgence, and worldly pleasures. Although many today think this way,
it is a great error. The call to perfection, which is the narrow and hard path of life, is for
every believer, although only a few find and choose it (Matt. 7:13-14). Jesus therefore
tells us that we are to choose it, for the wide and comfortable way leads to perdition. And
it is not true that only monks, religious, celibates, and priests will be saved, and everyone
else will go to hell. All are called to salvation and perfection and should choose the
narrow and difficult path of life. All should practice renunciation and live in evangelical
poverty. This is something for married householders as well as for monks, religious,
celibates, and priests.
Not all will be celibates, and not all will renounce their goods in the same way.
But all should live a life that is simple, divested, and detached from the pleasures of the
world, from extravagance and luxury in food, and try to find their happiness only in
God—even married householders, even though they cannot do it as literally and radically
as celibates who renounce even the love of a human spouse. But yes, all are called to a
life of prayer and fasting and of simplicity in all the details of life. Those who do not live
a life of renunciation but a worldly life of self-indulgence—la dolce vita—are not on the
path of life, but the path that leads to destruction (Matt. 7:13-14). If one wants the
kingdom of God, he knows what he must do—whether he is a married householder or a
celibate. He must sell all he has to obtain the buried treasure and the pearl of great price
(Matt. 13:44-46). One cannot excuse oneself by saying, “O I am married. This does not
apply to me. It only applies to priests and religious.” The truth is that it applies to every
believer, but not in the same way. Therefore it is an error if married householders excuse
themselves thinking that these texts do not apply to them. The call to perfection through
renunciation is for everyone.
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Guard Your Body,
Which Is the Temple of God
“And they came to Jerusalem. And he entered the temple and began to drive out those
who sold and those who bought in the temple, and he overturned the tables of the moneychangers and the seats of those who sold pigeons” (Mark 11:15).

Jesus Christ had great zeal for the temple, the house of God. When he cleansed the
temple, “his disciples remembered that it is written, ‘Zeal for thy house will consume
me’” (John 2:17). The Jews did not respect the temple enough. Therefore Jesus said, “Is
it not written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations’? But you
have made it a den of robbers” (Mark 11:17).
Those who believe in Jesus Christ, who love him, and keep his word become a
temple of God. He said, “If a man loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will
love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him” (John 14:23). We are
his temple, because he dwells within us. The mystery, “which is Christ in you,” is what
St. Paul made known to the Gentiles (Col. 1:27). Christ, who dwells in our hearts, makes
us holy, his temple. Therefore we can say with St. Paul, “It is no longer I who live, but
Christ who lives in me” (Gal. 2:20). We must therefore keep watch over the holiness of
our body, which is the temple of God. We are not to defile the temple of our body but
guard it in holiness. Not only our spirit but also our body is God’s temple, the temple of
the Holy Spirit, and it is not to be defiled or profaned.
“Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you?
If any one destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s temple is holy, and
that temple you are” (1 Cor. 3:16-17).
We must not only watch that our heart not become divided, but also that our body
not be defiled, guarding it in all purity, far from all which could defile it. We are not to
live for the pleasures of the flesh, for that defiles the body, which is holy. “Now the body
is not for fornication, but for the Lord; and the Lord for the body … What? know ye not
that your body is the temple of the Holy Ghost which is in you, which ye have of God,
and ye are not your own? … Therefore glorify God in your body, and in your spirit,
which are God’s” (1 Cor. 6:13, 19-20 KJV).
It is not that we only have to keep watch over our spirit, and that our body does
not matter. Our body too is holy and very important for a life in the Spirit, for it is God’s
temple. Therefore not to live according to the flesh but according to the Spirit is
important also for the body. We must keep watch over it and not abandon it to the
pleasures of the world and of the flesh. Rather we are to live in a holy way in all chastity
and purity, in simplicity, eating simply, dressing appropriately and modestly, living a
good life in the Lord, honoring God in our body.
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Courage versus Cowardice
“Now when I was in my own country, in the land of Israel, while I was still a young man,
the whole tribe of Naphtali my forefather deserted the house of Jerusalem” (Tob. 1:4).

Today we see Tobit’s fidelity to the law and to the will of God when his whole tribe
abandoned God’s law that they were only to offer sacrifice in the place chosen by God
(Deut. 12:1-27). He says, “All the tribes that joined in apostasy used to sacrifice to the
calf Baal, and so did the house of Naphtali my forefather” (Tob. 1:5). Instead of just
going along with this wrong current and imitating his brethren in their apostasy, Tobit
refused to go along with them and follow their bad example, and often he was the only
one to do the will of God. “But I alone went often to Jerusalem for the feasts, as it is
ordained for all Israel by an everlasting decree” (Tob. 1:6). He alone had the courage to
do what God wanted, despite the social pressure to just do like everyone else, to just go
along with what everyone else was doing.
This is important for us too. If we want to be saints, we will have to do as Tobit
did in our whole way of life, and have the courage to be different, and not just imitate
everyone else. As we see here, it is rare to find someone who has the courage to do the
right thing when everyone else around you is doing something else. It is only the rare
individual who has the courage to be different when it is necessary to do the will of God.
Many have a false ideal of community, which says: do like everyone else, do what you
see, imitate the crowd without discerning whether what you are imitating is good or bad.
But community in doing wrong, or in disobeying the will of God, or in being mediocre is
not a good thing. It is not the true ideal of community. Good community is doing good
or doing the will of God together. The false ideal of community is to simply imitate the
world and become worldly, uncritically imitating a secularized lifestyle. Tobit definitely
did not do that. Whom do you more resemble, Tobit or his tribe that lived in apostasy?
After the deportation to Nineveh, Tobit says, “All my brethren and my relatives
ate the food of the Gentiles, but I kept myself from eating it, because I remembered God
with all my heart” (Tobit 1:10-12). We see here Tobit’s general character, that he was a
rare individual who loved God with all his heart and always tried to do his will and
follow his law, even if he was the only one to do so. Those who are like him today are
few. Few have the courage to stand alone when everyone else just blindly and
uncritically follows the crowd. But if you want to be a saint, this is what you have to do.
Only Tobit continued to faithfully follow the Jewish dietary laws in the land of his exile.
Which pattern do you follow, that of Tobit, or that of the crowd? Do you remain
faithful to God’s will, or do you just uncritically imitate those around you? Do you give
the world a witness to the truth, or do you just follow the secularized witness of the
world? Are you a light for others, or do you follow the false lights of the world? Are
you like Tobit, or are you like his tribe Nephtali?

174

Do Not Follow Worldly Criteria
“Whoever would save his life will lose it; and whoever loses his life for my sake, he will
save it” (Luke 9:24).

During Lent we try to see things as they really are; that is, from God’s perspective, aided
by his revelation. Then we can adjust our life so that it is more in accord with God’s will
and plan. It is very easy to be deceived by appearances and begin to judge and decide
things falsely, based on what we see around us. Then, how many times, when we read
the scriptures, do we see that God’s point of view is the exact opposite of what we see in
the world? Today’s scripture is a good example. Who does not want to save his life?
Who does not want to be happy and successful in life? Then Jesus tells us that if we
follow this path, we will lose our life with God. And again, who wants to lose his life?
No one wants to lose his life. Then Jesus tells us that we can only save our life by losing
it for his sake. So we see that if we want to follow Jesus, we have to make a break with
the world and its criteria.
If we want to be successful, live well, save our life, and avoid loosing it, we have
to do the exact opposite of what the world thinks is good. Instead of trying to fill our life
with pleasures—succulent food, delicacies, entertainments, movies, pleasure trips,
parties, etc.—we should rather live a sacrificial life in this world, offering ourselves to
God as a sacrifice of love, pouring out our life for others in acts of service and fraternal
charity. We should sacrifice worldly pleasures in order to dedicate ourselves completely
to God with all our heart, mind, soul, time, work, and strength (Mark 12:30). We should
live according to the two great commandments of Jesus as radically and literally as
possible. We should try to find our happiness only in God, renouncing all other
unnecessary pleasures, living a life of prayer and fasting in the desert far from the world
in its worldliness. Only in this way can we love God with all our heart in a literal and
radical way, which is the way of perfection (Matt. 19:21), and all are called to perfection.
“You, therefore, must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt. 5:48).
But to live like this is, in the eyes of the world, to lose our life in this world.
Therefore Jesus teaches us that if we want to save our life with him, we have to lose our
life in this world for his sake. Only by losing our life from the world’s point of view,
sacrificing its pleasures to have only God as our happiness, only in this way will we save
our life with him. If we divide our heart with the unnecessary pleasures of the world, we
will be dissipated, and will not love and be in love with only God. We will not love him
with all our heart, mind, soul, and life as we should.
Not all can live like this to the same degree, but all are called to a life of
perfection (Matt. 5:48). This is the way for all, although some will be more advanced on
this way than others. Let us at least be on the way. Let us avoid losing our life by losing
it for the sake of Christ, hating our life in this world to save it with God (John 12:25).
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True Fasting
“And Jesus said to them, ‘Can wedding guests mourn as long as the bridegroom is with
them? The days will come, when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they
will fast’” (Matt. 9:15).

Ours are the days when the bridegroom has been taken away from us, and Lent is the
time par excellence for fasting. If we have not been fasting all year long, we should at
least do so during Lent. There are different ways to fast. One way is simply not to eat
anything for a day. Obviously one cannot fast like this all the time, but only now and
then. But there are other ways of fasting or living ascetically and in great simplicity and
evangelical poverty which is a whole way of life, which one can practice every day of the
year. To fast this way, we deprive ourselves of unnecessary delicacies—cake, pie, icecream, cookies, candy, sumptuous desserts, etc.—and in general eat very simply, without
adornment, for the love of God, in order to live for him alone in every aspect of our life,
not dividing the love of our heart among the unnecessary delights of the world.
According to this way of fasting, we will always avoid meat, seasoning, and fried foods,
as monks should do. We may also eat only once a day, at noon, to be light when we rise
for prayer and contemplation at three in the morning, for an evening meal is not always
fully digested by this time, and breakfast drops us spiritually at the most favorable time of
the day for prayer and silent, recollected work. One meal a day is for this reason
common in the monastic tradition. Eating simply like this and only once a day is a
powerful form of fasting that we can practice every day of the year. Those who want to
radically follow Jesus’ call to a life of perfection will pay serious attention to this.
Our life should be unified, all of one piece, not self-contradictory. This is the
message of Isaiah today. We should not fast and at the same time seek other unnecessary
worldly pleasures, or oppress and mistreat other people. That kind of fasting will not be
blessed by God. “Behold, in the day of your fast you seek your own pleasure, and
oppress all your workers. Behold, you fast only to quarrel and to fight and to hit with
wicked fist. Fasting like yours this day will not make your voice to be heard on high”
(Isa. 58:3-4). We should rather live completely dedicated to God and pour out our life in
service and fraternal charity for our neighbor. Then our fasting will be accepted, and we
will be blessed.
Nor should we fast to be seen and praised by others. This is a false motive, and
God will not bless this kind of fasting. Therefore we should not bow down our head like
a rush and spread sackcloth and ashes under us (Isa. 58:5), but rather anoint our head and
wash our face so that people do not know that we are fasting (Matt. 6:17). But if you fast
correctly, completely dedicating yourself to God, “then shall your light break forth like
the dawn, and your healing shall spring up speedily; your righteousness shall go before
you, the glory of the Lord shall be your rear guard” (Isa. 58:8).
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The Renunciation of Our Goods
“He went out, and saw a tax collector, named Levi, sitting at the tax office; and he said to
him, ‘Follow me.’ And he left everything, and rose and followed him” (Luke 5:27-28).

Levi’s response to Jesus’ call to a life of perfection is a model for us all. When he heard
the words of Jesus, “‘Follow me’ … he left everything, and rose and followed him.”
Thus should we follow Jesus with all our heart. Although few do this, even so, this is
still the ideal and the most literal and radical way of following Jesus Christ, the Savior of
the world. The more we retain for ourselves, the less we will receive from him. The
more we refuse to leave all for him, the less will we be blessed by him. He promises a
hundred times more to him who leaves all for him, to him who leaves his family and a
personal life apart from him. But if we retain our possessions for our own pleasure and
entertainment, we harm ourselves spiritually and deprive the needy who could have been
helped by our money, talents, resources, and aid. He who retains a personal life with its
pleasures, delights, and entertainments, is still a spiritual infant and is divided. He has
not responded like Levi, and he will not receive the hundredfold reward of those who
have “left house or wife or brothers or parents or children, for the sake of the kingdom of
God” (Luke 18:29). But he who imitates the example of Levi will “receive manifold
more in this time, and in the age to come eternal life” (Luke 18:30).
Jesus’ concern was to call sinners to repentance. “Those who are well have no
need of a physician but those who are sick; I have not come to call the righteous but
sinners to repentance” (Luke 5:31-32). This should be our concern and preoccupation
too, for Jesus has called us to be his apostles to continue his ministry. We should use our
talents, money, and other resources for this concern, renouncing all else, namely a
personal life with our own will, centered on our own pleasures. Like Levi and the other
apostles, we should leave all for him, for his ministry, for our apostolate in the world, for
the spiritual or physical good of our neighbor for the love of God.
“He who has two coats, let him share with him who has none; and he who has
food, let him do likewise” (Luke 3:11). “Give to everyone who begs from you” (Luke
6:30). “Give alms for those things which are within; and behold, everything is clean for
you” (Luke 11:41). “When you give a feast, invite the poor, the maimed, the lame, the
blind, and you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you. You will be repaid at the
resurrection to the just” (Luke 14:13-14). “Make friends for yourselves by means of
unrighteous mammon, so that when it fails they may receive you into the eternal
habitations” (Luke 16:9). “So therefore, whoever of you does not renounce all that he
has cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33). To renounce our goods means to use them for
our apostolate, and to deprive ourselves of the unnecessary pleasures of the world in
order to love God with an undivided heart.

177

Transfigured in Glory
“Jesus took with him Peter, James and John his brother, and led them up a high mountain
apart. And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his
garments became white as light” (Matt. 17:1-2).

In Jesus Christ we have light and salvation. He “abolished death and brought life and
immortality to light through the gospel” (2 Tim. 1:10). But the path that he took to bring
life and immortality to light was the path of death—the cross. We see the same thing
with Abraham today. God promised him many descendents and the land of Canaan, but
the path that he had to take to realize this promise was that of leaving his country, his
kindred, and his father’s house, and go to a new land which the Lord would show him.
Therefore he departed from Haran at the age of seventy-five (Gen. 12:1, 4). “By faith
Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out to a place which he was to receive as an
inheritance; and he went out, not knowing where he was to go” (Heb. 11:8). The way to
the promised land was not easy, nor was the way Jesus took easy that led to life and light.
Abraham had to leave his land and his home and live as a stranger and exile on earth
(Heb. 11:13). He had to break earthly ties in order to inherit the promised land.
Here we see the pattern of salvation that we also have to follow. If we want the
light and life that Jesus Christ promised us, we have to take the way of the renunciation
of the world, the way of the cross. His cross saved us and reconciled us to God, giving us
peace and light, but to remain in this light and love and to grow in them, we have to obey
him and deny ourselves, take up our cross every day, and follow him (Luke 9:23).
Today in his transfiguration, Jesus gives us a foretaste of his glory, with which he
wants to illuminate us. Jesus gave his apostles a brief glimpse of this glory to strengthen
their faith. They saw it with their physical eyes, but after his death, resurrection, and
ascension, they would see this glory shining in their hearts, illuminating them from
within with the light of Christ. We too can see this light shining in us because of the
merits of the death of Christ on the cross, for this is how God has reconciled us with
himself, fully expiating our sins and giving us his peace. Through his cross, he won for
us this light in which we can now live.
If we want to experience this light more, we have to love him more and dedicate
ourselves more completely to him. We do this by denying ourselves in this world for
love of him in order to live for him alone. Living like this is the way of the cross, which
he recommends to us. This is the path that Abraham took in leaving his home, his
country, and his father’s house to follow the call of God. This is the same path that God
also calls us to take. “If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up
his cross daily and follow me” (Luke 9:23). We should choose the path that Abraham
took and that Christ offers us. We have to leave our home, our land, and our father’s
house. We have to renounce the world and a worldly lifestyle and follow the way of
renunciation and sacrifice—the way of the cross—in order to have an undivided heart in
our dedication to God. This is the way of asceticism that leads to mysticism, the way of
the cross that leads to resurrection, the way of self-denial that leads to transfiguration and
to the glory of God shining in our hearts. This is the way of the few, the straight and
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narrow way of life, not the wide and comfortable way of the many, which leads to
destruction (Matt. 7:13-14).
All are called to take this way, but those who live a life of renunciation, following
this call more literally and radically in order to live for him alone without any division of
heart are normally the ones who experience this glory more. During Lent, everyone tries
to live a more ascetic, perfect, less divided, less dissipated, and less dispersed life. That
is why we fast at least during Lent if we have not been doing so all year long, and we
sacrifice other distractions and entertainments during Lent if we have not been doing so
all along. Thus at least during Lent we can taste a bit of this light of the transfigured
Christ shining in our hearts.
In our contemplation, we can experience something of the light of the transfigured
Christ. Therefore we spend time in contemplation—something that should be a regular
part of our daily life—but if we have not done so, at least during Lent we should try to
contemplate. We do so by sitting comfortably with our eyes closed, repeating a short
prayer, like the Jesus prayer: “Lord Jesus Christ Son of God, have mercy on me a
sinner,” coordinating this with slow, deliberate breathing. Doing this, we can enter into a
sleep-like state in which we are united with God. This kind of prayer has many benefits.
By contemplating the glory of Christ or the salvation which the merits of his death have
brought us, we are more and more transformed in his image by the work of the Holy
Spirit. “And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being
changed into his likeness from one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the
Lord who is the Spirit” (2 Cor. 3:18).
God is a God of light, and he wants to shine in our hearts. “For it is the God who
said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the
knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ” (2 Cor. 4:6). God has called us to
live in this light, and he shows us how to do so—following the way of the cross. His
cross saved and enlightened us, but it also teaches us how we should live.
Those who follow this way more literally and radically normally have a life that is
more illuminated, more filled with the light of Christ who shines in our hearts. This is
because they love him with an undivided heart and live for him alone in every aspect of
their life. Christ is the only spouse of their heart (2 Cor. 11:2), and they are in love with
him alone, with all their heart. They always live a life of prayer and fasting, for they do
not want this great love of their life to be dissipated by other loves, other pleasures, and
other entertainments. This is the life of perfection (Matt. 19:21), the highest form of
human life.
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The Danger of Extermination
“And now we have sinned before thee, and thou hast given us into the hand of our
enemies, because we glorified their gods. Thou art righteous, O Lord!” (Est. 14:6-7).

Esther, a Jew and the queen of Persia, is here interceding for her people, threatened by
Haman, who planed to destroy the entire Jewish race. In her prayer, Esther says that the
Jews are in captivity in Persia because of their own sins, especially the sin of idolatry, for
they have honored the gods of the nations (Est. 14:7). So in punishment, they were sent
into exile; and now they are at the point of being completely exterminated. Esther puts
her life in jeopardy in interceding with the king, for no one could enter his presence
without his permission, on pain of death (Est. 4:11). She prays that God will “turn their
plan against themselves” (Est. 14:11), “and turn his [the king’s] heart to hate the man
who is fighting against us, so that there may be an end of him and those who agree with
him” (Est. 14:13). About herself, Esther says, “Thy servant has had no joy since the day
that I was brought here until now, except in thee, O Lord God of Abraham” (Est. 14:18).
We see here a person in anguish who is risking her life to save her people, which
is God’s chosen people (Deut. 7:6). Her only joy is in God, not in her royal dignity as
queen, and she admits that it was her people’s own fault that they were in captivity, for
they had gone after false gods. They are now justly suffering for their sins. But now they
are threatened with total extermination, and so Esther intercedes for them before God and
the king, asking for mercy, forgiveness, and protection.
We can, I believe, see a parallel situation in the Church today. After the renewal
of Vatican II, we have seen a drastic deterioration in vocations to the priesthood and
religious life in many countries, especially in Western Europe and North America. Many
religious groups are now in danger of disappearing. This problem has been largely
caused by ourselves. It is our own fault, for we have honored false gods, uncritically
imitating the world around us, in many ways exchanging our religious way of life for a
worldly, secularized lifestyle. Times and places of silence in our religious houses have
disappeared. Religious and priestly dress has been largely abandoned. We have
forgotten about simplicity of life and food in our religious houses. We have largely lost a
sense of separation from the world, from the householder’s life, and from our families.
We have in many ways lost our identity—and it is our own fault. The result has been a
disaster—the punishment of God—the danger of the death of our religious orders and
societies of apostolic life.
We need people like Esther today who will risk their lives pointing this out, so
that we might wake up and change before it is too late and we totally destroy ourselves.
Esther’s prayer gives us hope and shows us the way we now need to take—the way of
admitting our mistakes and repenting for them, asking God for his mercy.
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The Saints Always Stand Out
“When a righteous man turns away from his righteousness and commits iniquity, he shall
die for it; for the iniquity which he has committed he shall die. Again, when a wicked
man turns away from the wickedness he has committed and does what is lawful and right,
he shall save his life” (Ezek. 18:26-29).

This is the great principle that we must learn and follow. We are called to conversion.
We cannot rely on our virtuous reputation to save us if we go astray in the present and
depart from the correct path. We cannot rest on our laurels. We will die in our sins if we
go astray, no matter how much we were formerly praised for our goodness. On the other
hand, if we have wandered far from the correct path but now wake up, realize our error,
repent and convert, changing our ways and returning to the correct path, we will live.
Our past errors will not be held against us.
This is as true for groups as for individuals. If a religious order or a society of
apostolic life goes astray from the correct path which it was formerly following, it will
die if it does not convert. It cannot rely on its past reputation if in the present it has
secularized itself. But if on the other hand it wakes up, sees that it has gone astray and
left the path, repents, and changes its ways, it will live. Its errors will not be held against
it. “The righteousness of the righteous shall not deliver him when he transgresses; and as
for the wickedness of the wicked, he shall not fall by it when he turns from his
wickedness” (Ezek. 33:12).
But there will also be individuals who turn to the Lord and leave their
wickedness, even though they live in groups that do not convert. These individuals will
be used by God as watchmen for their group. Their function will be to warn their group.
If they do, they will live, even if their group ignores them and dies. But if the watchman
does not warn his group, it will die, but the watchman will be held responsible for its
death. If the group listens to him and converts, the group will live, together with its
watchman. “If I [God] say to the wicked, ‘You shall surely die,’ and you give him no
warning nor speak to warn the wicked from his wicked way, in order to save his life, that
wicked man shall die in his iniquity; but his blood I will require at your hand. But if you
warn the wicked, and he does not turn from his wickedness, or from his wicked way, he
shall die in his iniquity; but you will have saved your life” (Ezek. 3:18-19). This was the
job of the prophet, to warn the people of God of their errors so that they might convert.
We should individually convert, and not just uncritically imitate our group if it
goes astray, for it will die because of its errors. But even this is not enough. We have to
warn our group if it goes astray, so that it may realize its error, repent, convert, and return
to the correct way. Thus we will live and not be held responsible for the death of our
group. In this way we will help our group to see the light and the error of its ways.
In every age there have been errors, but the saints always stood out as watchmen
for their people, their group, and their age. Let us be among their number in our age and
in our group.
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God’s Punishment
“To thee, O Lord, belongs righteousness, but to us confusion of face, as at this day, to the
men of Judah, to the inhabitants of Jerusalem, and to all Israel, those that are near and
those that are far away, in all the lands to which thou hast driven them, because of the
treachery which they have committed against thee” (Dan. 9:7).

The Jews are in exile in Persia, and Daniel their prophet laments their condition, which
he recognizes as God’s punishment for the sins of the nation. All of this happened to
them because Israel was not faithful to God and his covenant, but had rebelled against
him, against his will and his laws. Therefore God punished them by letting them be taken
captive and exiled far from their land. “We have sinned,” Daniel says, “and done wrong
and acted wickedly and rebelled, turning aside from thy commandments and ordinances”
(Dan. 9:5). Now Daniel begs God to have mercy on his people. “Now therefore, O our
God, hearken to the prayer of thy servant and to his supplications, and for thy own sake,
O Lord, cause thy face to shine upon thy sanctuary, which is desolate” (Dan. 9:17).
We read this prayer of Daniel during the penitential season of Lent, because we
too, as a people, the new people of God, have sinned and not kept the Lord’s
commandments. We too have gone astray like Israel, and God is now punishing us. We
see this most obviously in the drastic falloff of priestly and religious vocations in many
countries today. I cannot help but see this as the clear punishment of God for our
unfaithfulness to his will.
We have gone astray from what God wishes of us. We should be a holy people
giving the witness of our lives to the world for its illumination and inspiration, to show it
the way of life and salvation. But in so many ways instead of being distinct from the
world, we are ashamed to be known as Christians, or as priests or religious. We want to
go about incognito or disguised. Instead of giving a clear witness to the world, we try to
imitate and assimilate ourselves to the world. We adopt a worldly lifestyle along with its
secular entertainments, and our salt loses its taste. We have been set up as lights for the
world, but we are ashamed of Christ. But “whoever is ashamed of me and of my words
in this adulterous and sinful generation, of him will the Son of man also be ashamed,
when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels” (Mark 8:38). Rather you
should “be blameless and innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of a
crooked and perverse generation, among whom you shine as lights in the world” (Phil.
2:15).
We have sinned in many things in imitating the world instead of giving it the clear
witness of a life of faith, of a holy life. We must repent and live a simple life, only for
God, with all our heart, not dividing it among the delights of the world, keeping custody
over our senses and over what we take in, practicing silence, keeping sacred certain times
and places of silence, fasting, and spending time in prayer, contemplation, and serious
spiritual reading. Only if we repent and change our ways can we hope that God will have
mercy on us, forgive us, and stop punishing us.
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The Reversal of Fates
“There was a rich man, who was clothed in purple and fine linen and who feasted
sumptuously every day” (Luke 19:19).

When this rich glutton died, he went to hell and was tormented in flames. Jesus does not
tell us the reason why he was condemned to hell. He only says that he lived a life of
luxury and pleasure, banqueting splendidly every day and dressing luxuriously. On the
other hand, “at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, full of sores, who desired to be
fed with what fell from the rich man’s table; moreover the dogs came and licked his
sores. The poor man died and was carried by the angels to Abraham’s bosom” (Luke
16:20-22). Neither do we hear the reason why Lazarus was carried to Abraham’s bosom.
Jesus only tells us that he lived very poorly, without any pleasure in this world.
Therefore when he died, he was carried to a place of consolation, while the rich glutton
was buried in hell. The fate of each was reversed: the rich man was tormented, and the
poor man consoled. Abraham explained this reversal, saying to the rich man, “Son,
remember that you in your lifetime received your good things, and Lazarus in like
manner evil things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in anguish” (Luke 16:25).
The message is simple: those who live here in pleasures will be tormented in the
life to come, while those who live poorly now will be consoled. We should not live a
luxurious life, filled with worldly pleasures. We should not banquet splendidly every
day, nor deck ourselves out in fancy, worldly clothing. Rather we should live in
evangelical poverty, in great simplicity and humility, eating and dressing simply, humbly,
and poorly, living only for God as our only happiness, not dividing our heart with the
pleasures of the table and of the world and not dressing in a worldly way.
This is Jesus’ message, as we also hear it in the beatitudes: “Blessed are you
poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. Blessed are you that hunger now, for you shall be
satisfied” (Luke 6:20-21). Their poor life will be reversed, and they will be consoled.
“But woe to you that are rich, for you have received your consolation. Woe to you that
are full now, for you shall hunger” (Luke 6:24-25). The message of the beatitudes is the
same as that of today’s parable: our condition will be reversed. Those who live in luxury
and pleasures have already had their consolation and will be tormented, while those who
live only for God in great simplicity, renouncing worldly pleasures, will be consoled.
Those who live luxuriously, trying thus to save themselves, will lose their life
with God, while those who lose their life in this world, renouncing its pleasures for the
love of God, to love him alone with all their heart, with an undivided heart, will save their
life with God. “For whoever would save his life will lose it; and whoever loses his life
for my sake and the gospel’s will save it” (Mark 8:35). “He who loves his life loses it,
and he who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life” (John 12 25). We hate
our life in this world to save it with God by renouncing a luxurious life dedicated to
worldly pleasures. We hate our life by living simply, in evangelical poverty, eating and
dressing with great simplicity and humility, not splendidly. These will save their life
with God. The choice is up to us to which group we will belong.
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We Will Be Persecuted for Our Faith
“When they heard this, all in the synagogue were filled with wrath. And they rose up and
put him out of the city and led him to the brow of the hill on which their city was built,
that they might throw him down headlong” (Luke 4:28-29).

Here we have a preview of Holy Week, for we see here that even from the beginning of
Jesus’ ministry he was persecuted for his teaching and preaching of God’s truth. Today
in the synagogue in Nazareth, his own townsmen tried to kill him by throwing him off a
cliff for having said that God also loves, heals, and saves Gentiles—the widow of
Zarephath in Sidon and the leper Naaman the Syrian (Luke 4:26-27).
Jesus said, “A servant is not greater than his master. If they persecuted me, they
will persecute you” (John 15:20). We are Jesus’ servants, and we have to expect to be
misunderstood and persecuted for our faith in him. We cannot be greater than Christ our
master. If they persecuted him, they will also persecute us his disciples. “A disciple is
not above his teacher, nor a servant above his master; it is enough for the disciple to be
like his teacher, and the servant like his master. If they have called the master of the
house Beelzebul, how much more will they malign those of his household” (Matt. 10:2425). We will in fact be blessed when we are persecuted for our faith, for then we shall
resemble Christ and the prophets. “Blessed are you when men hate you, and when they
exclude you and revile you, and cast out your name as evil, on account of the Son of
man! Rejoice in that day, and leap for joy, for behold, your reward is great in heaven; for
so their fathers did to the prophets” (Luke 6:22-23). On the other hand, it is not good that
all people always speak well of us, for that would indicate that we are doing nothing
good, since wicked people always attack those who do good. If we are doing good,
someone will soon be attacking us for it. So Jesus said, “Woe to you, when all men
speak well of you, for so their fathers did to the false prophets” (Luke 6:26).
If we are determined to follow Jesus and do his will, seeking a life of perfection in
this world, there will always be people of a worldly mentality and lifestyle who will
oppose and persecute us. A life of perfection means living only for God with an
undivided heart, sacrificing all else. People who want to live for God and also for
mammon (worldly pleasures) (Matt. 6:24) will always oppose this quest for perfection
and those who pursue it. We cannot live a holy life in Jesus Christ without experiencing
this opposition and persecution. “Indeed all who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus
will be persecuted” (2 Tim. 3:12). “Do not wonder, brethren, that the world hates you”
(1 John 3:13). In fact, Jesus said, “You will be hated by all for my sake” (Matt. 10:22).
We should flee to another place to escape persecution if necessary. “When they
persecute you in one town, flee to the next” (Matt. 10:23). In this way we can save our
life and continue preaching the gospel in another place and to new people. Such will be
our life if we follow Jesus consistently. The world will hate us. “I have given them thy
word; and the world has hated them because they are not of the world, even as I am not of
the world” (John 17:14). “If you were of the world, the world would love its own; but
because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world
hates you” (John 15:19).
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Our Life Comes from His Death
“Let us lie in wait for the righteous man, because he is inconvenient to us and opposes
our actions; he reproaches us for sins against the law, and accuses us of sins against our
training” (Wis. 2:12).

This righteous man in the book of wisdom is a Christ figure in his persecution and
suffering. Christ was persecuted because the world did not understand him. He came to
lay down his life for us so that we might draw life from him. In his death, he gave his life
for the life of our souls, which are nourished by him, by his body and blood and by the
divine life which they contain. How we need this new life, this divine life, this intimacy
with God, this forgiveness of our sins, which we have in his blood! “Upon him was the
chastisement that made us whole, and with his stripes we are healed” (Isa. 53:5). We can
always invoke anew the merits of his death on the cross for the purification of our soul
and mind, which sin defiles and pollutes.
Through his death, he gave us this new life in God. He gave us his body and
blood to eat and drink through his death. He offered his body and blood to God in
sacrifice, in propitiation and expiation for our sins, paying in this way our debt of
alienation and suffering for all our sins. After offering himself in sacrifice to the Father,
he gave us his sacramentalized body and blood for the nourishment of our spirit. This
nourishment transforms and sanctifies us, filling us with God and with the gift of the
Holy Spirit.
But it was persecution that caused his death, and he said that if we followed him
we would also be persecuted in this world (John 15:20). The righteous man in the book
of Wisdom is a type or image of Christ suffering this persecution and of us too, who are
his followers.
If we believe in Christ, live a good life, and preach the truth from God that the
world needs to hear, we will be persecuted as Christ was persecuted. Those who lead a
worldly life will say of us, “He is inconvenient to us and opposes our actions; he
reproaches us for sins against the law, and accuses us of sins against our training” (Wis.
2:12). Our good behavior will make them feel bad. We will be a constant reproach
against their worldliness. They will say, He is “a reproof of our thoughts; the very sight
of him is a burden to us, because his manner of life is unlike that of others, and his ways
are strange” (Wis. 2:14-15). When they see us, they will be reminded that they are living
for themselves and for the pleasures of the world and of the body. Therefore they will
say that the mere sight of us is a burden to them, for we are a reproach against them. The
life we lead is distinct from that of others and our ways are different. They will notice
the difference between a life dedicated to one’s own pleasure on the one hand, and a life
dedicated to God, renouncing the pleasures of the world to live only for him on the other
hand. For being so different than others, we will be persecuted and thus resemble Christ.
We will follow his pattern. “If they persecuted me, they will persecute you” (John
15:20). And we will say with St. Paul, “I have been crucified with Christ” (Gal. 2:20).
“If we have died with him, we shall also live with him; if we endure, we shall also reign
with him” (2 Tim. 2:11-12). So “In my flesh I complete what is lacking in Christ’s
afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the church” (Col:1 24).
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The Suffering of a Prophet
“Therefore thus says the Lord concerning the men of Anathoth who seek your life and
say, ‘Do not prophesy in the name of the Lord, or you will die by our hand’—therefore
thus says the Lord of hosts: Behold, I will punish them; the young men shall die by the
sword; their sons and their daughters shall die by famine; and none of them shall be left”
(Jer. 11:21-23).

Today we see the sufferings of Jeremiah, who is a Christ figure in his suffering. Jeremiah
was persecuted for being a prophet. His fellow citizens threatened him with death if he
did not stop preaching, saying to him, “Do not prophesy in the name of the Lord, or you
will die by our hand” (Jer. 11:21). They could no longer bear to hear his sermons calling
them to repentance. For ordering him to stop prophesying, these men would be punished
by God (Jer. 11:22-23). Jesus also is at least a prophet, “and the chief priests and
Pharisees sent officers to arrest him” (John 7:32) so that he would no longer preach.
They could not stand his teaching, that he was the Son of God sent into the world to give
us eternal life.
Even today many do not want to hear the preached word of God, for it disturbs
them. They therefore say to today’s prophets and preachers, “Do not prophesy in the
name of the Lord” (Jer. 11:21). Yet as with Jeremiah and Jesus, we too must continue
preaching the truth of God, which the world so needs to hear, even though it may not
want to hear it. Isaiah had the same problem. He says, “They are a rebellious people,
lying sons, sons who will not hear the instruction of the Lord; who say to the seers, ‘See
not’; and to the prophets, ‘Prophesy not to us what is right; speak to us smooth things,
prophesy illusions, leave the way, turn aside from the path, let us hear no more of the
Holy One of Israel’” (Isa. 30:9-11). Such people only want to hear a worldly message—
smooth things. They do not want to hear the truth, the call to conversion. But for trying
to prevent the prophets from prophesying, they will be punished (Isa. 30:13-14).
So we see that a prophet will suffer. He will be persecuted for his preaching.
Christ suffered as a prophet, and we, his followers, will also suffer as prophets if we
preach the word of God. Those who live in a worldly way do not want to hear the word
of God, for it troubles them since they do not want to repent and change their ways. So
they persecute their prophets, those who preach the truth to them. In this, we suffer with
Christ, taking up our cross along with him, and we see how true are his words, “If they
persecuted me, they will persecute you” (John 15:20).
We will be persecuted as was Amos, to whom the priest Amaziah said, “O seer,
go, flee away to the land of Judah, and eat bread there, and prophesy there but never
again prophesy at Bethel, for it is the king’s sanctuary, and it is a temple of the kingdom”
(Amos 7:12-13). Amaziah will be punished for forbidding Amos to prophesy (Amos
7:17). We as Christians are united with the prophets and with Christ in the prophetic
vocation. We are called and sent to preach the word of God, and like them we will suffer
for doing so. In this way, we take up our cross daily and follow after Jesus, denying
ourselves (Luke 9:23).
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The Danger of Falling in Love
“The two elders used to see her every day, going in and walking about, and they began to
desire her. And they perverted their minds and turned away their eyes from looking to
Heaven or remembering righteous judgment” (Dan. 13:8-9).

This is the story of Susana and the two elders who fell in love with her and tried to force
her to lie with them. When she refused, they accused her of lying with a young man and
condemned her to death, but Daniel saved her by cross-examining the two elders, and in
the end the assembly condemned them to death and freed Susana.
We see here the danger of falling in love with the beauty of a woman. Marriage is
holy, but falling in love with a married woman, or with any woman if you are not free to
marry, is the path of death. These two elders destroyed themselves in this way. “Do not
be ensnared by a woman’s beauty” (Sir. 25:21). “Do not look upon any one for beauty,
and do not sit in the midst of women” (Sir. 42:12). “The commandment is … to preserve
you from the evil woman, from the smooth tongue of the adventuress. Do not desire her
beauty in your heart, and do not let her capture you with her eyelashes” (Prov. 6:22-25).
We should never feel safe from the danger of falling in love with forbidden beauty. It is
playing with fire. “Can a man carry fire in his bosom and his clothes not be burned? Or
can he walk upon hot coals and his feet not be scorched?” (Prov. 6:27-28). This is a net
that captivates and wounds the heart. “Any wound, but not a wound of the heart!” (Sir.
25:13). To guard yourself from this danger, from this net, “turn away your eyes from a
shapely woman, and do not look intently at beauty belonging to another; many have been
misled by a woman’s beauty, and by it passion is kindled like a fire. Never dine with
another man’s wife, nor revel with her at wine; lest your heart turn aside to her, and in
blood you be plunged into destruction” (Sir. 9:8-9). This applies to any woman if you
yourself are not free to marry. This is why strict monks never eat with women, for they
do not want to kindle and cultivate this fire within their hearts. They want to keep their
hearts undivided, reserved only for the Lord, not divided by the love of a woman. St.
Jerome says of the holy Roman matron Paula, who lived a monastic life in Bethlehem,
“From the time that her husband died until she fell asleep herself she never sat at meat
with a man, even though she might know him to stand upon the pinnacle of the
episcopate” (Letter 108:15). Her example is typical of monks of both sexes, and is
followed to this day. One can recover in a few minutes from impure thoughts, but it
requires much time—months—to recover from the division of heart caused by falling in
love with a woman.
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How to Live A Risen Life in the Risen Christ
“We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, so that as Christ was raised
from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life”
(Rom. 6:4).

The Jews expected the resurrection of the dead on the last day (John 11:24), but Jesus
rose from the dead in the midst of history, and St. Paul says that we too have already
risen with him in the midst of history (Col. 3:1-2). This was a great surprise for
everyone. This means that the last days begin with the resurrection of Christ, and that we
who have already risen with him are living in the last days, the messianic times, the times
of the fulfillment of prophecy. But it is a prolepsis of the end times; that is, the end times
in themselves will come in the future, at the end of the world, but they begin now in an
invisible way in the midst of this old world for those who believe in Christ. Christians
already rise with him for a new life in the Spirit. If we believe in Christ and are baptized,
we should be living a new and risen life in the risen Christ. We rise now with him and
from now on live a new kind of life in this world.
And what is it like, this new, risen life in the risen Christ, which we now have
through our faith in him? It is a life in the Spirit, guided and directed by the Spirit of
God, a life which does not follow the disordered desires of the flesh. St. Paul speaks to
those reborn in Christ as those who have already risen with him. He says, “If then you
have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the
right hand of God. Set your mind on things that are above, not on things that are on
earth” (Col. 3:1-2). He therefore says, “Walk by the Spirit, and do not gratify the desires
of the flesh. For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit
are against the flesh; for these are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what
you would” (Gal. 5:16-17). The desires of the flesh are the desires for the unnecessary
pleasures of the world that divide our heart from a pure and undivided love, reserved for
God alone. This is why we should renounce the unnecessary pleasures of the world—
because they divide, dilute, and dissipate our love for God, so that it is no longer pure and
undivided. “The flesh” means all the unnecessary pleasures that people add on to their
life. Therefore St. Paul warns us, saying, “He who sows to his own flesh will from the
flesh reap corruption; but he who sows to the Spirit will from the Spirit reap eternal life”
(Gal. 6:8).
If we have risen with Christ to a new and risen life and live now ahead of time the
life of the last days, of the messianic times, we should live in evangelical poverty,
renouncing a life of worldly pleasure. We should live in simplicity, detached from the
delights of the world and the table. We should live and eat simply, seeking our happiness
in the things that are above, where Christ is, not in the things of the earth (Col. 3:1-2), for
“those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires”
(Gal. 5:24). We should live the cross if we are risen with Christ, for “If any man would
come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me” (Luke
9:23). The risen life is crucified to the world. So “If we live by the Spirit, let us also
walk by the Spirit” (Gal. 5:25). And to walk by the Spirit is to glory in the cross and be
crucified to the world and to the flesh and its desires. We should be able to say with St.
188

Paul, “Far be it from me to glory except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which
the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world” (Gal. 6:14). This is how we
should live if we are have risen with Christ for a new and risen life in him.
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Do Not Fear Those Who Kill the Body
“When they had called in the apostles, they beat them and charged them not to speak in
the name of Jesus, and let them go. Then they left the presence of the council, rejoicing
that they were counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name. And every day in the
temple and at home they did not cease teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ”
(Acts 5:40-42).

We see here that the apostles suffered for their faith. They were persecuted exactly as
Jesus had predicted, “Take heed to yourselves; for they will deliver you up to councils;
and you will be beaten in synagogues; and you will stand before governors and kings for
my sake, to bear testimony before them” (Mark 13:9).
We also see that they were not intimidated by this persecution, but rather
continued preaching Christ and paid no attention to the order of the council. So also
counseled St. Paul, “Stand firm in one spirit, with one mind striving side by side for the
faith of the gospel, and not frightened in anything by your opponents” (Phil. 1:27-28).
After being beaten, instead of ceasing to preach, as ordered, they did the exact opposite
and continued their teaching and preaching in the name of Jesus.
Nor were they ashamed for being flogged, but rather gloried in it as an honor,
“rejoicing that they were counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name” (Acts 5:41).
St. Peter, who suffered this flogging, would later write, “If you do right and suffer for it
you take it patiently, you have God’s approval. For to this you have been called, because
Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps”
(1 Pet. 2:20-21). It is an honor and a virtue to suffer for doing good, for the sake of
Christ, and all true Christians will suffer persecution. “Indeed all who desire to live a
godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim. 3:12). It is our vocation as
Christians to suffer for Christ’s sake. Therefore let “no one be moved by these afflictions.
You yourselves know that this is to be our lot” (1 Thess. 3:3).
At St. Paul’s conversion, the Lord said, “I will show him how much he must
suffer for the sake of my name” (Acts 9:16). And indeed he did suffer much, “with
countless beatings, and often near death. Five times I have received at the hands of the
Jews the forty lashes less one” (2 Cor. 11:23-24). On his journey to Jerusalem, he said,
“I am ready not only to be imprisoned but even to die at Jerusalem for the name of the
Lord Jesus” (Acts 21:13). Jesus himself prepared us for this, saying, “Blessed are you
when men revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on
my account” (Matt. 5:11). St. Peter, who suffered these things, would later write, “If you
are reproached for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the spirit of glory and of
God rests upon you” (1 Pet. 4:14).
So what should we do? We should not fear persecution, but rather give witness to
our faith in Christ, for “Every one who acknowledges me before men, the Son of man
also will acknowledge before the angels of God; but he who denies me before men will
be denied before the angels of God” (Luke 12:8-9). We should not fear being persecuted
for our witness to Christ and to our faith. Rather we should fear offending God by
committing sin. “Do not fear those who kill the body, and after that have no more that
they can do. But I will warn you whom to fear: fear him who, after he has killed, has
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power to cast into hell; yes, I tell you, fear him!” (Luke 12:4-5). Our life, in short, should
be a living witness to our faith, and our words should explain it. Doing this, we will be
following the example of the apostles.

191

Bearing Witness to Christ
“But they could not withstand the wisdom and the Spirit with which he spoke”
(Acts 6:10)

Today we see the courage of St. Stephen in testifying to Christ. He preached Christ with
power and wisdom that no one could withstand or contradict. Jesus predicted this,
saying, “I will give you a mouth and wisdom, which none of your adversaries will be able
to withstand or contradict” (Luke 21:15). But Jesus was not just speaking of St. Stephen,
but of all who would believe in him—of us. If we believe in him for our justification and
give witness to him in our way of living and speaking, he will help us and give us a
wisdom that no one will be able to withstand or contradict.
But in giving witness in this way, there will be many who will oppose us, as they
opposed St. Stephen. In fact, “You will be delivered up even by parents and brothers and
kinsmen and friends, and some of you they will put to death; you will be hated by all for
my name’s sake. But not a hair of your head will perish” (Luke 21:16-18). So will it be,
for our lifestyle will be so different from that of others, since we renounce the silliness
and foolishness of the world and its entertainments and “do not labor for the food which
perishes, but for the food which endures to eternal life” (John 6:27). And when we
preach, we preach Christ and salvation in his name through faith in him. We preach the
cross, in which is our salvation, for on it the Son of God paid our debt of suffering in
punishment for our sins for us, when we put our faith in him. In proclaiming this and in
living only for Christ in this world, rejecting other worldly entertainments and pleasures,
we will be so different from the world and its way of living and thinking that we will be
persecuted by it, by those who have a worldly mentality and lifestyle.
So were St. Stephen, the apostles, the martyrs, and the saints. We are to live like
them, following their example, and we will be persecuted like them. Such is the life of a
true Christian. It follows the pattern of the cross. We will live crucified to the world, and
the world to us (Gal. 6:14). Thus we will learn that “a disciple is not above his teacher,
nor a servant above his master” (Matt. 10:24). “If they persecuted me, they will
persecute you” (John 15:20). “If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and
take up his cross daily and follow me” (Luke 9:23). We have to live the mystery of the
cross by confessing Christ before men, for “every one who acknowledges me before men,
I also will acknowledge before my Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 10:32).
Jesus causes division between those who follow him with all their heart and those
who do not follow him so consistently. “Do you think that I have come to give peace on
earth? No, I tell you, but rather division; for henceforth in one house there will be five
divided, three against two and two against three” (Luke 12:51-52).
St. Stephen was blessed by God for his witness. When his enemies looked at him,
“all who sat in the council saw that his face was like the face of an angel” (Acts 6:15).
We are to follow his example and give witness to Christ before others by our words and
way of living.

192

Christ’s Call
And Worldly Social Pressure
“As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you; abide in my love. If you keep my
commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s
commandments and abide in his love” (John 15:9-10).

In these verses, we see God’s will for our life. We should live in the love of God, and
remain in his love. But how do we do this? Christ mediates God’s love to us as the
mediator between God and man, being himself a man like us, who lived in this world and
left us his teaching, the example of his life, and his sacraments, through which he
continues to act within us, especially the Eucharist.
The Son lives in the resplendent love of his Father and always remains in his love
by always doing his will. Christ then loves us, mediating God’s love to us, especially
through the Eucharist and the sacrament of penance. We are to remain in his love by
doing his will. “If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have
kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love” (John 15:10).
But it is not always easy to keep his commandments and do his most perfect will,
for we sometimes find ourselves in a situation when there is great social pressure to
behave in a way contrary to what we know to be God’s will for us, and instead to behave
in a worldly manner, unworthy of our calling and vocation. In such a situation, to do
God’s will for us, we have to go against the current and become countercultural, not just
imitating those around us, but rather giving witness to deeper, more important values,
worthy of our calling and vocation. When we do this, we are blessed by God, and we
give good witness to others of our faith and vocation by our behavior. This is keeping
Christ’s commandments and doing his will, and this helps others too, for they see our
example and note our behavior.
A virtuous person does not just imitate whatever he sees around him without
discernment. He rather discerns the good from the worldly, and only participates in what
is good. He refuses to participate in activities of a worldly character, and in this way he
remains in the love of Christ, and through this love, which we experience especially in
the Eucharist, he remains in the love of the Father.
Jesus said, “He who sent me is with me; he has not left me alone, for I always do
what is pleasing to him” (John 8:29). We should do the same, and so God will not leave
us. Doing the will of God, especially when it is difficult, when social pressure is against
us, is the way to remain in the love of God and have his joy within us. Jesus taught us
this secret today so that we might be happy in his presence. “These things I have spoken
to you,” he tells us today, “that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be full”
(John 15:11). If we do his will, especially when it is difficult, when our surroundings
challenge us, we will be happy with the happiness of Christ, and we will have his love
within us. “He who has my commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me; and
he who loves me will be loved by my Father, and I will love him and manifest myself to
him” (John 14:21). “If a man loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love
him, and we will come to him and make our home with him” (John 14:23).
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No One Comes to the Father
Except Through Jesus Christ
“Let it be known to you therefore, brethren, that through this man forgiveness of sins is
proclaimed to you, and by him every one that believes is freed from everything from
which you could not be freed by the law of Moses” (Acts 13:38-39).

This is from St. Paul’s sermon in Antioch of Pisidia. As always, he preaches Jesus as the
Messiah and Savior who was crucified and whom God raised from the dead. In him, one
can be justified. Those who did not succeed in justifying themselves according to the law
of Moses, now through faith in Christ can be justified, for it is the merits of Christ, and
not their own, that now justify them when they accept him in faith. This salvation is,
moreover, now not just for the Jews, but for the gentiles too—for everyone who will
believe in Christ and trust in him in a personal way for his salvation and justification.
We can only know and come to the Father through Jesus Christ. He is the only
way to the Father. Jesus himself said, “I am the way and the truth, and the life; no one
comes to the Father, but by me” (John 14:6), and “No one knows the Son except the
Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and any one to whom the Son
chooses to reveal him” (Matt. 11:27).
While it is true that we can also know something of God by observing nature
(Rom. 1:18-22), nevertheless without the revelation of the Old Testament and of Jesus
Christ, it is difficult to know him well in this way, as history has shown. And even for us
who believe in Christ, nature does not help us that much beyond a certain elementary
point, and in fact beyond that point, it is more of a hindrance than a help in knowing the
Father and uniting ourselves to him, for the love of creatures, pleasure, and people
divides our heart. In order to know God and unite ourselves to him, we have to renounce
other human loves and the delights and pleasures of the world so that we can love him
with all our heart, with an undivided heart. That is why monks are celibate, live within
monastic enclosures, fast, eat very simply, and renounce movies, television, and radio.
They want to preserve their mind and heart in a state of purity, reserving themselves for
the Lord alone. They know that Jesus Christ is the only way that will lead them to the
Father, and that this will be through faith, not through the eyes and ears of the body.
They therefore guard their five senses from the delights of the world, so as not to be
distracted by the things that are seen in their journey to the things that are unseen.
Jesus Christ is the definitive means established by God for man to know and be
united to the Father. It is the death of Christ on the cross that saves us from our greatest
enemy, sin and the burden and pain of guilt, which depresses our spirit. It is by his
merits, not ours, that we are saved from this and made righteous—justified—in his sight.
This is the means of salvation that we preach to the nations, so that every person
may be saved with his sins forgiven, enter into a union of love with the Father, and
receive the Holy Spirit, who rejoices the heart. This is the only way to be happy. We
will continue falling into imperfections and sinning—hopefully in ever smaller things—
but each time this happens, we should again take refuge in Christ with faith to be justified
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and receive the forgiveness of our sins. Thus in Christ we are most of the time happy
with the true happiness of the Holy Spirit in our heart.
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Persecuted For Our Faith in Christ
“If the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it hated you” (John 15:18).

A true Christian will be persecuted because he is not of the world. The world loves its
own and hates what is different from itself, what is not of the world. This is why the
world persecuted Christ—because he was not of the world. If we follow Christ, we will
be persecuted as he was persecuted. It is those who are of the world who will persecute
us, for they know neither God nor Jesus Christ. Their mentality is of the world. They do
not know faith in Christ, which saves us and forgives our sins, giving us the peace of God
in our heart and freeing us from the painful burden of our guilt. Only the cross of Christ,
accepted in faith, can do this. This faith in Christ crucified changes our life and alienates
us from the world and its pleasures, while it reconciles us with God and gives us the
peace of God, which the world does not know.
Christ’s call, accepted in faith, alienates us from the world and its pleasures.
“You are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates
you” (John 15:19). “I have given them thy word; and the world has hated them because
they are not of the world, even as I am not of the world” (John 17:14). Those who follow
Christ are no longer of the world and its ways. Therefore the world persecutes them.
Instead of following the world and its pleasures, I have renounced all that in order
to love God with all my heart. But those who still love those pleasures cannot understand
or accept me. They look upon me as a foreigner. I have renounced the world and its
pleasures in order to find my happiness only in God, and therefore I am rejected by the
world and by those whose whole life is in these pleasures. Therefore many will not listen
to me, for they do not truly know either Jesus Christ or the Father. But those who know
and love Christ also love me. Thus I am able to know who is of God and who is not of
God. “We are of God. Whoever knows God listens to us, and he who is not of God does
not listen to us. By this we know the spirit of truth and the spirit of error” (1 John 4:6).
On the other hand, the world that rejects us listens to those who are of the world, those
who do not know Christ. “They are of the world, therefore what they say is of the world,
and the world listens to them” (1 John 4:5).
When, for example, I speak of the importance of preaching Christ to nonbelievers,
those who do not truly know Christ oppose me. They do not understand the importance
of saving faith in the cross of Christ, which gives us peace, and so they see no need to
evangelize nonbelievers. They are of the world, and they persecute me. St. Paul
discovered this, for he was persecuted in many places for preaching Christ to
nonbelievers, and said, “Indeed all who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be
persecuted” (2 Tim. 3:12). St. John discovered the same thing and said, “Do not wonder,
brethren, that the world hates you” (1 John 3:13).
But to be persecuted for our faith in Christ crucified by those who not understand
this faith is an honor. Therefore the apostles, after being beaten for preaching Christ to
nonbelievers, “left the presence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted worthy to
suffer dishonor for the name” (Acts 5:41). In a world where many who call themselves
Christians neither understand nor have experienced the power of the cross of Christ in
their life, we will be persecuted for our desire to preach Christ crucified to nonbelievers.
196

And this will be an honor and a blessing for us, giving us the opportunity to imitate Christ
in being persecuted because of our faith in him. Truly, “‘A servant is not greater than his
master.’ If they persecuted me, they will persecute you” (John 15:20).
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