CHAPTER SIX

CHOOSING TO EXPECT—
EVEN WITHOUT SIGNS

Let us return to the question of faith and expecting in prayer.
How can we expect that God will deliver what we ask when we
have so many past experiences of His not delivering? Here we
are at the center of the nature of faith. God promises, but He
does not appear to deliver. Often people observe the effects of
prayer selectively. When their prayer is for sunny weather and
itis sunny, they remember it as an answer to prayer; but when it
rains, they forget it. Or they feel God said no. But in the matter
of a deeper loving and a deeper trusting God will never say no.
His whole purpose in choosing to create us is precisely to share
Himself with us. He is always wanting and able to increase our
love and our faith. Why then doesn’t He?

How do we know He doesn’t? We make judgments about
whether or not the grace has been given. We feel we have signs
of the grace, and if they do not appear, we conclude that the
grace has not been given. But what if these signs are not valid.

St. Francis de Sales says that the spiritual journey is much like
sailing across the ocean. On the first morning you come up on
deck, and you look around, and you see nothing but water in
every direction. Are you going forward or backward? You do
not know. The captain knows, and you trust the captain.’

What if there really are no signs of growth in the spiritual life,
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42 The Coming of Consolation

signs by which I can accurately measure my growth. What if we
are forced to rely on the Lord’s word, and to trust in the
promises He has made? But can’t we measure a growth in love,
for example? Once I would not even speak to Olga, and now,
ever since the retreat, I have been speaking to her. My angry
feelings are gone. Isn’t that a sure sign? Not at all.

Love is a good example of the problem, since all growth in the
spiritual life is in its essence a growth in love. But love is a most
peculiar reality. It is not self-conscious. The lover’s conscious-
ness is elsewhere. Where there is love, there is a great sensitivity
to the needs of others. There is no great focus on the self.
Remember the man who leaped into the icy Potomac to save the
drowning woman. When he came back, he was unaware of
having done anything that heroic. That is the very nature of
love. A love that is conscious of its own loving is only superficial,
Love turns our eyes outward toward the needs of our fellows.

Jesus defined love in a parable—the Good Samaritan. Yet
when the Samaritan arrived home that night and told his wife
of his finding the man in the ditch, and she asked him, “What
did you do?” I can hear him saying, “What can you do?” Unim-
pressed with his own behavior—that is love! It is a sign to others,
but not to ourselves, Love fixes the lover’s attention on the
needs of others.

Let us take an oversimplified example,
many activities once each month and
health. This month he is aware of ten a
and he feels he is responding well to a
expresses gratitude to
do better. He prays fo

Brother John stops his
evaluates his spiritual

Il but one of them. He
God—it’s a 90% grade, and he resolves to

: radeeper love. And the Lord obliges him.
He fills Brother John with a depth of love he has never had

before. As a result John is much more sensitive to the needs
around him. He now sees one hundred needs where before he
responds to eighteen of
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about his fulfillment of the love command, now he seesirllu.;1 i:
falling far short. So he begs the I-,ord f.or a vast 1nlc1rele':'se w7
loving-power. And the Lord obliges him. Througcl t 1; nge 9
deeper loving, Brother John now sees one .tl.xousan neells. =
seeing how much he missed, how ms.ensmv.e he wa‘s a ;h t i
His self-image is crumbling, even as his love is growing. Tha
f love.

thifl(;?lng:lto}lasar talks of a state where at last we see true love
with clarity, in Christ—and we realize th.at we do not havle true
love.6 The saints are not buoyed by their ’1’mage: of themse veﬁtas
loving. “How sensitive I have become!” Quite thehoppoi; :s.
They have the courage to be honest, and they see themse

in an imbedded insensitivity.
cal;gel:ttll:tlley are very joyful. How can tl}at be.? Thaiey ttiust tel:sa
Captain. Into that sense of their own 1ngramed ovfe I;ss;1
comes the word of the Lord, His voice, assuring t.he@ of His love
and total commitment to them, and His determination to spare
no expense in saving them from their lov.eles.s ways. .

On the one hand they have the data which indicate h(’>w eeg
is their unlove. On the other hand they have.t God’s wox;l :
assuring them, “I am at work within y’ou asa seed in the groill?c h
secretly, yes, but effectively. Fear not.” Itis that assurance \;:v s
sustains them. God is wanting to assure each of us o t a
working of His within us. But such assurances can only be given
to the honest; such exaltations are for the hur.nble.

Jesus does not invite us to check on God’s fa1thfulne§s, but to
trust in it: to know that God delivers, no @atter ho“'/ things :ay
appear; to choose to believe Him even without ev1d.ence. ‘nZ
other believing would be no believing. Once I hear His pt;nlr'ns :
even in the very hearing of His promise, I am enabled to be uf:;lie
it true, to trust that it is being done. When we ask fo.rf:? speci S«:
loving that we have not had, we tend to cheik to see if it c01:1ceh ‘
People will say, “The grace did finally come.” They were :a i
ing for it. But Jesus tells us, "When.ygu ask’ for s}(l)met 1§§Ck‘
prayer, know that you are receiving it!” Don’t bother to ¢ !
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Know! That is the trust we are invited into, a trust that refuses
to doubt the Father’s promise, a knowing of God as the One
who always delivers on His word.

Such trust based on a hearing of His word alone can only
come from Him. In the gift of faith, God shares with us His
inner awareness of His own trustworthiness. Itis a breaking into
our consciousness of His consciousness. It is one way of describ-
ing what Jesus lived and died for: to liberate us from the
depressing illusion that God is not nearly so committed to us as
the Gospel suggests. Bowed down by that illusion, we become
slaves. Faith makes us His children. We waste so much energy
trying to assess our spiritual health. We grasp at signs of growth
from which we can draw some consolation about ourselves. To
see ourselves growing is important
Because of a fear of losing this happiness we suppress any
indications that we might not be growing. We very actively
engage in a self—consoling. All the while the Lord has for us
intense consolations flowing, not from an awareness of our
growth, but from an awareness of His determination to give us
Himself. That is the good news. It is all about Him, and His

spectacular and unexpected choice to love us. To believe thatis
to be freed from sign-seeking.

God’s promising, then,
delivery. On Monday of

for our general happiness.

is what we are given, with no apparent
. the Second Week of Advent we ask
God to .. . sustain us with your promise. . . .” It sounds like a

rather thin Sustenance, a promise. But how sustaining it is
depends on the faith with which it is received.

.What if Lknew that God was trustworthy! I would then live in
His promises. They would be carved on my heart. I would be
recalling them constantly, instinctively. My whole day would be

within us, It looks, and taste
It is the flesh of Jesus,
joyful taste. When loy

s, and is. It looks like bread and wine.
and his blood. And it has a sweet and

€ comes to us, it is the power to forgive
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someone, to let go of a “justified” resentment, to stop judging
3 .
someone. But it doesn’t look like that. It looks like unlove. There

is the pain. Am I willing to see my unlove, to focus (l)n it, }z:(r)\s
grow more loving? If in its coming love looks 111.<e un o;elz(, '
can anyone endure the coming of love! Because.lt tastes like 1]\03;
Its coming is accompanied by a strange, ufmredlctable ]'oz. : nd
that joy sustains the lover and enables h{m to serve with g af -
ness. T he coming of the Spirit is the coming into my heart of a
new ability to love someone. It makes me conscious, though., E?t
of my new lovmg,buTSfﬁsensitivyt_y'sQ& much de'e_p_gw
me than I had imagified. And it floods the heart with joy. :
“6God is wanting through Jesus to bring about a new kmc'l od
people, a people who love one another. Jew and Gre’esc ut;:teI:
through Jesus. I and my enemy united through Jesus e:at X r;
that uniting, we become a sign to others, a gospel. A p‘lece' o
great news: God is at work powerfully in the world, de':l}vermg
us from our antagonisms, and the darkness our competitiveness
brings on. It is not His goal to make us anxious to 'mealsure ou;
growth, or to have us take delight in our deepening love an :
faith. Real love is conscious of the terrible need§ of others; rea
faith is in awe with its gaze fixed on the unwavering trustworth-
iness of the Father.




CHAPTER SEVEN

THE GOSPEL FOCUS ON
OUR UNLOVING WAYS

Let us look more carefully at the love command, the center of
our Gospel.

I mentioned the problems that it raises: how apparently it
cannot be taken literally because such love is beyond our power.
How can God command us to change our affections? We then
substitute for love. “Try to be nice to her.” We have even taken
to distinguishing between liking and loving, and freeing our-
selves from any obligation to like another. What is left in the
word “love,” when liking is taken out? All the affection is gone.
So Jesus is seen to demand from us an affectionless loving. By
dropping out affection we set up a situation where we can feel
ourselves doing reasonably well in fulfilling the love command.

In this way we deal with the love command exactly as Paul
sees the Jews dealing with the Law. By receiving the Law, Paul
says, the Jews were given a path to awareness of their sinfulness
and of their great need for salvation. It was intended to prepare
them for the coming of a redeemer, by drawing them into the
truth about themselves: their inability to fulfill the Law.

But, in order to avoid the despair that accompanies the
knowledge of the self as sinner, the Jews rewrote the Law,
interpreting out of it all the weightier matters, such as justice
and love. Once these were removed, the Law became possible to
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fulfill. As a result, on Jesus’ appearance, there were ma
apparently pious people, who felt no need for a redeemer 3
We do the same with the New Law. We must see ourselv.e
all right. To avoid the condemnation that will come if we acczals
the love command literally, we take the core out of the co :
mar.xd. It brings the command down to a level where we -
fulfll.l it, a'nd we rest there. The gift of the Holy Spirit whciaclﬁ
God is SO intent on gracing us with becomes irrelevant.
What if we accept the love command literally? What if w
acceptasa fact that, by using the word love, Jesus did not havei ;
mind a special religious meaning, but actually intended it an
most people would understand it. If that is so then we mu i
relearn, and be constantly relearning, the mean’ing of love TS
counter our inclination to minimize any obligation, we m :
cor\l’f,t}alntlys be putting back into the word its full mea:ning. 5
e ol o e o o
1s other self. Is that a part of w
ﬁzzjénceigtl? Must I take my enemy as my other seﬁ‘? When}:'l;
e S ;)::tssme., am; saying that He takes me as His other
s e altwrlllg that while He does indeed love me, He
i at all? Once I’start dealing in an affectionless
Splend’or IfIstartr:ews of God’s love for me loses much of its
it will be.measuredoor:let!at:)url:emlltt ar}lebfZCﬁonless e
: LIt wi my chosen world.
£ vljlllllt clf, :lzcect:‘elit the bf:“ meaning of the love command—while
LE S Hr_ne 1cause of my lack of real love—it will free
e ;::i:t'anq full love, a love of a father for his
my life on God’s giftsl(:':tlli;'ngla S0 path of focusing
wealth. Through the love comm L e ol ity
el . and we are drawn up above the
powers into the world of gifts. We are forced

to rely on the coming i iv f
: g 1nto our ll €S O irit. Wi
; e J o I < S the HOIY Spll’lt. 1thout

inability to love as we are comma

helplessness, and shi
: shifts our attent
ention from what
we can and
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cannot do, to what God alone can do. He becomes our savior,
coming to us in our loveless prison.

The love command is not given to us so that we can, by some
measurable behavior, fulfill it. Not at all. Its fulfillment is
hidden from us. Any resting in a sense of doing fine in the area
of love is not from the Lord. From Him comes a sense of a vast
chasm that separates us from the love that we should have. And
from Him comes that welcome promise, “How can you believe
that the Father will not give the Holy Spirit to those who ask?”

By iieans of the love command, we enter into a truer image of
ourselves. We are not in the same league with Jesus; the love we
see in Him is not found within ourselves. And this is not just for
beginners, a purgative stretch. As the believer draws nearer to
God and becomes ever more perfect, his consciousness of his
lovelessness becomes more and more acute, and precise. He not
only knows that he is a sinner, but he can prove it; and this the
beginner is reluctant to do. These two go hand in hand: a deeper
entry into God’s intimacy and a bolder honesty about our
manipulating, jealous, judgmental, resentful ways, our fear of
true love. What is present in the saint’s life is not a freedom
from lovelessness, but a freedom to look honestly at it. He gets
to see a self that had been a stranger to him but was well known
and loved by God, and whose great need for a redeemer moved
God to send Jesus.

Thomas tells us that in real love the lover has affection for the
other just as he has affection for himself.? Is this what God is
commanding me? To have for my enemy an affection such as I
have for myself! God gazes on my enemy with great affection.
God’s desire is to share that affection with me. That is the
sending of His Spirit to me, a new heart for me, enabling me to
love my enemy as myself. It is a loving I may not want; I may
even fear. It can also be a gift I do not believe in. Yet, as Thomas
tells us, “it is the Holy Spirit Himself who is the New Testament
by effecting love in us—the fulfillment of the Law.” Jesus lived

and died to make available to us a loving-power that is God’s
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own, now ours for the asking. As Gustavo Gutierrez puts it
“The only thing that is really new is to accept day by day the gif;
of the Spirit who makes us love with the fullness with which
Christ loves us.”8

The love command is not about a general feeling toward
humanity, but a centering of our attention on our enemy and
our lovelessness. The contrast between ourselves and God is
most forceful in the contrasting ways we relate to that one
person—His fullness of affection and my indifference or anger
or even contempt. His desire to clothe me with a share in His
affection is the good news. All the joys of intimate knowledge of
God come to us only along the path of the coming of love into
our unloving. Our life is an accepting. We are given Him, for
the asking. He seeks to make us expect from Him, as a gift,a ;1ew
heart. As long as we feel we are doing reasonably well with the
old heart, we will not be eager for His gift.

If your superior told you at breakfast, “Listen, we have a
heart transplant for you. I'll drive you to the hospital at 9:15,”
would you be elated? That depends. If you are in good health (;r
at least you think you are in good health, then it’s a shock a;ld
you hope, a misunderstanding. But if you have been laboring’
through the corridors, and avoiding staircases, and needing
peop}e to help you with any packages, and feeling exhausted all
thel tllr)ne, and been waiting for the operation that was held up
Erex Zl : ;cda.use there was no transplant available, then you would

God is constantly at work leading us toward that true knowl-
edge of the self, the knowledge of our inability to love. Resent-
rpent by resentment, we enter the real world of human ;:om eti-
tiveness. We see that what is so visible in world wars hai its
counterpart, and its roots clinging to our own hearts. Qur life
centers more and more on two realities, the self—wiﬁch ro-
duces a salutary sadness—and the Lord’s great givi -
path out of the inner hell. O e e
o ne who sees himself loveless finds

ole life centered on God’s promise of the Spirit.
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In the Enchiridion also, St. Augustine talks of the uselessness
of faith if it does not include a believing that the power to love
will be given to me when 1 ask for it. “For that is the believing
which the Apostle urges, a faith which works through loving.”
What use is it to believe in any person or any creed if it does not
include a rescuing from my lovelessness? If my faith does not
relate to my inability to love, as a power to change me, what a
useless faith that would be! What if 1 say: “1 believe that Jesus
was God and that He wants me to change my unloving to love
on my own.” Such faith is of no value. But if 1 see myself as
doing reasonably well in the area of loving, I may easily come to
that belief.

To avoid seeing myself as not needing a new heart—a state of
inertia—and to enable me to unite myself with God’s desire to
change me, | must takesteps. St. Augustine spells them out with
marvelous precision. “What you do not yet have in the area of
loving, ask for so that you may receive it.” Itis a description of the
spiritual life. It is the gospel program for using our energies in
order to grow. He is locating the central component of the
believer’s prayer life.

First of all, he locates for us where we should focus our
attention: in the area of loving. Here, of course, he is resonating
with the thrust that Jesus Himself pressed upon us. Perfection
and loving are identical.

Then he further limits the focus: in the area of loving look at
what you do not have. Again like Jesus: “if you love those who
love you, what value is there in that?” None, of course. The
Kingdom of God, the Kingship of God, is in the relating to those
we do not love, who do not love us, who are not grateful, who
are hostile, who are unfair, who are manipulative, resentful
toward us, or contemptuous. The Spirit will draw near tome in
his, the enemy’s, face and features. The enemy is the locus of
God’s present burning desire, and the doorway to all the gifts of
deeper faith and more intense joy.

This is so much the case that a Desert Father said, . . . if you
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go into prayer and the face of your enemy does not co
you are not in the presence of the living God.” What isl'neét hefl
beart as He comes to me in prayer? A desire to tran fm e
;:tf) Hlm}ieli;, love. There He will focus where my WOUISIC;) ;‘:‘nf:;
rious, the fear to love that chills my relations with th
That focusing on the face of the en i e i
;)f my imagination to God, lettinge rIIjITslsviiﬁtllflIr:sg ? s B
ocus become mine. : i
givI:r;iZS: liz zm attm:lde of ex.pecting. In prayer we expect God to
s S:)ve ;E:t iZop iu}flll His will.AWe take for granted that
§ rfect prayer. As Augusti “Fai
asks for what the Law commands.” Faith askgsus ) SaYS’. pos
;?;:l;;hé:) Zlakis hthe bllllrden light, the y?cl)ke sw::tI: E'(i‘;i.tﬁ;istt;};
od, without t e Holy Spirit through wh harity i
poured into our hearts, the Law can ord ug itcannoehl
ar i egus but it cannot hel
Comr::;dtll;;s:son off falth, the task"imposed by the IovE
P te(j ; w1111ngness' to receive gifts, and no task at
e S i . th1vle out my life on the presupposition that
i e (c)lve command is mine for the asking’
sty te}:'el lflS to love so perfectly, we would never
e ey frustratie ofty nature of the gifts He desires to give
e Sy on for God, then, when we reduce the
oRmoness o aff ectionless loving. Once we do that, we no
attection. We no longer bother with it. ’We no

longer seek it fro
m God. His desi :
He has for our enemy is blocisel;e i p——————

Thi ¢
Spec?flis experllence of our helplessness
C peo i : .
quently Eotireésls not unique to beginners. In fact, it is fre-
of a certain fre Znt m. e beginning, Itis only with the coming
endoraihe ; Omfmto our lives that such honesty can be
unloving ways th:: t(;xetyhe adzanCed is 50 heavily fixed on their
: see themselves i .
thev fin Ves 1n a ver ioht
y find themselves “loathsome.” Thisis far frg “egﬁtlve h%hti
m what we fee

to be a healthy ps ;
ychological ap
proach. B
they should be depressed and hard tco deasl, i}ilt(})\ugll:tu ::l - ’lta -
5 isn’t so.

our inability to love

o
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Their ability to shut down their defense mechanisms frees them
to become more sensitive to people’s needs. As their need for
building a positive self-image fades, energies are released to
heighten the powers of their sensitivity-antennas. Seeing others
inneed energizes them toa life of service. And an unexplainable
consolation makes that a “serving in gladness.”

To think that some day 1 will be able to look at myself as
loving, with all my lovelessness left behind me, is to raise
illusory hopes. That vision of myself as loving is not for me, to
be consoled by it; butitisa promise of the Lord. Itis my future;
and to the degree that it is already realized, it is in the Lord’s
vision of me, not in my vision of myself. There, in His vision, itis
kept for the day of judgment when He shall surprise me with it.
It is His secret, and it reSults from His secret working. We are
not invited to possessit, to dissect it, to uncover it.

In one sense, then,the growing into the love command pro-
duces a growing darkness. The self-image is denuded of love.
The self sees its own poverty more and more clearly. Into that
darkness shines the real loving of God. How He loves me

“*anyway,” and how He loves my enemy with the real affection

of a father! Our humility and unworthiness are bathed in His
warm affection for us. We become very unconscious of all the
good He is working within us. We live in faith. That anxious
attention to “How am I doing?” gets swallowed up in the terrible
needs of our brothers and sisters.






