
Serve Those You Love 8/4/21 

We went to a wedding this past Saturday (the groom was my wife’s cousin).  Well, technically a 

364-day anniversary vow-renewal ceremony followed by a great party.   This event, originally scheduled 

to take place a year ago, was delayed for reasons we have become all too familiar with.   As the minister 

pointed out, the couple could have decided to just have the reception.  After all, this was the missing event 

from their special day last year.  But, instead, they chose to re-affirm their love, commitment and service 

to each other first.   

They wrote their own vows for the occasion and reaffirmed their promise to love, care for and 

support each other no matter what.  But before making these important commitments, they included some 

points somewhat humorously reflecting the realities of their first year of marriage.  Promising to replace 

the liner in the garbage can or install the new toilet paper roll in the right direction.   This is the reality of 

marriage. It’s all in the details.  The passionate love will ebb and flow, but the true love, God’s love, that 

binds husband and wife together is constant.  It is reflected in the little things, small acts of service that 

make the biggest impact.   

Service, by its very nature, is treating others the way they want to be treated.  Maybe even better 

than that.  It requires sacrifice on the part of the servant.  To be able to completely put aside your 

interests, desires, motivations, and act out of pure love for someone else.  We have a perfect example of 

this in Jesus.  “He came not to be served, but to serve.”   Jesus treated us even better than we could have 

imagined.  He humbled himself taking our human form and sacrificed everything so that we could 

become his adopted brothers and sisters.   

Service is the greatest expression of love, which is why it should be found permeating every 

corner of a marriage, of any Christian relationship really.  Yet, frequently we think of service only in 

contexts outside of those relationships.   We talk about service to others but forget to include the ones we 

love most in the group of “others.”   I’ve seen many pictures on social media of people packing meals for 

starving children throughout the world.  We absolutely need to do more of this—to love everyone as God 

loves us.  We need more people willing to give of themselves in the service of others whom they may 

never meet.   But, do you serve those you love the most, too?   

Service starts at home.  Serve your spouse.  Your children.  Parents, siblings, relatives, or friends.   

I know sometimes they can be the most difficult people to make sacrifices for.  Maybe this is because that 

relationship allows us to see the true nature of the other person—warts and all.  Perhaps the treatment you 

are receiving from one of these individuals is less than stellar and makes it difficult to go the extra mile 

right now.  “If only he was a little kinder, I would…”  or “That’s what you get for…”  



God sees my true nature.  And yours.  He sees all my sins and shortcomings no matter deep I may 

try to bury them.  Yet, Jesus came as a servant to me.  To you.  He calls us to do the same.  No matter 

what your vocation, you are called to serve in love.   

So this week, remember to replace the liner when you take out the garbage.  Stop and think about 

which direction you are installing the toilet paper.  Take a minute to just sit and listen to the person you 

love the most.   Focus on the little things first.  Remember, God can turn crumbs into a meal for 

thousands.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Get Jesus Out of the Box 8/18/21 

I was honored to have one of my reflections published in the August issue of Christ Is Our Hope 

magazine.  It was the one about explaining to Ellie what Jesus looked like.  Ellie was thrilled—she now 

thinks she is famous because her name and picture appeared in the magazine.  I am humbled, and hope 

that as others read the words I wrote, it brings them a little closer to God.  I was discussing this piece 

recently and was asked why I specifically wrote that Judas betrayed Jesus with a kiss.  My on-the-spot 

response was that this was just a minor detail and I was using it to demonstrate the lack of distinguishing 

features on Jesus.  There was nothing more to it than that.  Or so I thought.   

J.R.R. Tolkein is one of the greatest authors of all-time.  Thanks to the major motion pictures, he 

is well known as the author of The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings trilogy.   However, a lot of people 

do not know the effort he put into these stories.  He invented Middle Earth, the cultures, and the 

languages—to the point of meticulously writing the complete history of his fantasy universe.  He was also 

Catholic.  Many people thought he deliberately wrote the stories as a modern-day parable since they are 

filled with Christian themes.  Tolkein repeatedly denied this; yet, at least one literary critic believed that it 

was only natural that Tolkein’s strong faith found its way into his works—whether intentional or not.  

So, did I include this comment about Judas in my writing by accident or was there something 

deeper?  As my conversation progressed, the question became: what does Judas betraying Christ with a 

kiss mean to me?  Now, I really started to reflect and pray on this.  God is using my own reflections to get 

me to go deeper and this path, while still being explored, has brought out some interesting revelations.   

Let’s start by trying to put ourselves in the time of Jesus.  Forget everything you know about 

him—knowledge and wisdom that God has revealed to us over the last two millennia.  In fact, let’s make 

it a little easier.  Think about someone new coming into your life.  He or she unexpectedly arrives out of 

nowhere.  You have never seen or heard of this person before.  Ever.   He starts making broad statements 

about a topic he does not seem even remotely qualified to talk about.   Let’s say this person is giving you 

financial advice—telling you how to invest your entire life savings.  He has no background in finance or 

investing, has never done any investing himself, and college?  Forget that—he dropped out of high 

school.  He’s a carpenter from the poorest neighborhood in the state.   

Do you listen to him?  Do you take his advice on how to invest every asset you own?  Your 

answers to those questions are based on how you compared the actual person to what you would expect of 

someone giving financial advice.  Those expectations—whether conscious or unconscious—set up 

boundaries, creating a box in which we try to fit someone or something.   If it doesn’t fit in the box, we 

dismiss it and look for something that does.  Or in some cases, maybe we try desparate the cram this 



person into a box that is too small and only pay attention to the portion that does fit  while ignoring the 

rest.  Either way, our human nature attempts to conform this stranger to our expectations, and in doing so 

may force us to miss out on something wonderful.    

We do not know much about Judas, but we do know he was a Zealot.  The Zealots were rebels—a 

political group that wanted to violently expel the Roman Empire from Judea.  In that time, many Jews 

expected the Messiah to do exactly what the Zealots wanted—to lead the rebellion and reign as King of 

Jerusalem.  They expected a bloody battle and physical rescued from the evil Romans.   

Several days before Jesus’ death, he triumphantly enters Jerusalem on a donkey, a method 

typically of royalty, and greeted with resounding praise from the crowd.  A crowd likely containing at 

least a few Zealots expecting him to lead the rebellion against the Romans.  This is it.  Our king has 

arrived to finally bring our oppression to an end.   Over the course of the coming days, this same crowd 

begins to realize that this is not going to happen.  And on Good Friday, their shouts of “Hosanna” turn 

into commands of “Crucify him.”   Let this man die in the most humiliating and inhumane way possible. 

He is not who we expected him to be.  

If this reaction comes from a group of strangers, imagine what Judas might have felt when he 

realized that Jesus was not the Messiah he expected.  Did he think that Jesus had given up on him and the 

Zealot cause?  Was Jesus abandoning his Jewish faith and tradition and letting God’s people suffer?  

Maybe he thought being arrested would cause Jesus to rise up and start the revolution.  Regardless of 

exactly what Judas thought, he was comparing Jesus to his expectations.   Did he consider that perhaps 

his expectations needed to change rather than Jesus’ behavior?  In the end, Judas was trying to put Jesus 

in his Messiah shaped boxed, and as soon as Jesus didn’t fit, Judas turned on him. 

 Here we have two instances of betrayal—both rooted in Jesus not meeting the expectations of the 

betrayers.  In one case, Jesus is betrayed by complete strangers.  They barely know him.  In the other, he 

is betrayed by one of his closest friends, or least presumably a close friend.  Judas was among the twelve, 

and from at outside perspective at least, appeared to be in very close communion with Jesus.  But again, 

the appearance of the situation is based on an observer’s expectations of Jesus’ relationship with the 

Apostles.   We also have expectations to on what an embrace or a kiss might mean.  It is general not 

expected to be a sign of betrayal.   

I could go on with other examples of people in the Gospel trying to fit Jesus to their expectations.  

More importantly though, how are my expectations limiting Jesus in my life?  What boxes am I trying to 

shove Jesus into?  I am human, and naturally will do this.  It is one way in which I can feel in control of a 

situation. In control of my life.  But in doing so, I am limiting Jesus.  I am missing how he really works in 



my life and what he is asking me to do.   What happens when I look at a stranger holding a sign by the 

side of the road asking for food?  Do I ignore him because I expect that it is some scam?  When I am 

experiencing pain, do I assume that Jesus has abandoned me?  Do I expect that I will not experience any 

struggles in life because I am following Jesus?   While expectations can help protect us, they can also 

limit us and keep us from experiencing a deeper, more complete existence in God’s love.   

The complete reality of Jesus is a mystery to us.  It is incomprehensible to the human mind.  So, 

something that challenges your expectations is revealed, how do you respond?  If God challenges you to 

do the unexpected, do you listen to him?  Stop trying to put Jesus in a box.   Judas, the crowd and so 

many others failed at that.  Some people even tired to put him in a stone box—a tomb—and even that 

could not contain him.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Stuck 9/2/21 

My mind is blank and my heart quiet tonight.  Usually, when I sit down to write a reflection, I 

have a clear idea of what to write about.  It usually stems from my time in prayer and reflection over the 

recent days.  Sometimes, I am so moved by a particular phrase or experience that I can hardly move my 

fingers fast enough to get the words to appear on the screen.  Tonight, though, I’ve got nothing.  Not for 

lack of time spent in quiet reflection.  With everything going on in the world, the seemingly constant 

string of natural disasters, an on-going pandemic, war, it is hard for me not to seek God more fervently.   I 

think my urgency in seeking him during times like this is because it is harder to see his presence in these 

negative events.   I’ve started a few times writing about some of that, but it just has not felt right.   

I keep being pulled to write about relationship with God.  It feels like I am repeating myself.   

I’ve written about relationship at least twice before.  My draw to this right now makes sense.  My classes 

have resumed for the next year of formation and I have been reflecting more on this topic recently.  After 

further thought though, I think it is because this repetition is meant to stress the importance of a 

relationship with God being at the center of every vocation.   

I read the exchange between Jesus and Peter in John 21.  Jesus asks Peter “Do you love me?” then 

tells him to “feed my sheep.”  This repeats three times.   I have heard this passage countless times and 

even referenced it during the many formation sessions I led for Extraordinary Ministers of Communion.   

I would often refer to this scripture as Jesus’ command to extended to us to “help Peter” feed God’s 

people.  But, it was just now that I saw Jesus’ question to Peter in a new and powerful way.   

I always looked at Jesus’ question of Peter to be a confirmation, a reversal of Peter’s denial of 

Christ.  It logically follows then that Jesus confirms with Peter that he really does love him.  One 

confirmation for each denial.  What if this was an exchange between you and your spouse.  A few weeks 

ago, honey, when I was arrested, you didn’t come to help me.  You would not admit you knew me.  Are 

you sure you love me?  Really?  Are you positive?  Because I am going to ask you to do something far 

more difficult than just admitting that you know me.   

But now, I see Jesus’ questioning of Peter as highlighting the relationship between them.  “Do 

you love me?”   You cannot truly love someone you do not know.  So, possibly Jesus is really asking 

Peter, do you know me?  Going further, to know someone you must have a relationship with that person.  

Is Jesus reminding Peter of their relationship?   The relationship precedes the mission and it is so 

important that Jesus asks Peter about it three times!    



I am continuing to develop an understanding that my relationship with God is at the heart of my 

calling—of any vocation.  Before I can carry out any of his work, I must know Him on a very deep and 

personnel level.  It would be impossible to share God with others if I did not first have this knowledge of 

who He is.  How can you introduce someone else to a person you do not know?   

Developing this understanding of God does not come easy.  It requires time spent in quiet 

reflection pondering the mystery of God.  It is a mystery that we cannot solve on our own with just our 

brain and logic.  Thankfully, God chooses to reveal himself to us and gives us the grace to comprehend 

what he reveals.  In fact, I think my new understanding of the exchange between Jesus and Peter is a 

result of my relationship with God growing deeper.   It is also what caused me to come back to this topic 

again and again.  My growing understanding also tells me I still have a long way to go in developing this 

relationship.    

I will always have to work at my relationship with God.  Always be far from the place I need to 

be, no matter how deep and robust this relationship becomes.  But, slowly, I am beginning to see things 

differently.  To desire more time spent with God and less time spent doing some of the empty activities 

that I would spent so much time doing.  Sure, there are times when I can go for a good Netflix binge, or a 

little Candy Crush.  And, there’s nothing wrong with that.  But even when I am doing something 

pointless, my mind and heart is more focused on God.  I am more becoming more aware of his eternal 

presence.   

This presence is not something new.  God was always there despite me being unable to 

experience his presence.  He is by our side every moment of every day.   Does that make you think twice 

about how you treat the people around you?  Or your actions?  Even when you think you are alone, think 

you are doing something in secret, God is there.  It’s okay.  Nobody will ever know.  But God knows.  It 

does not matter if your relationship with God is comparable to an acquaintance or a marriage.  He is there.   

It is your choice whether you decide to interact with him or not.   

It is much more difficult to experience God when we are experiencing pain.  Think about being 

angry with or hurt by someone you love—someone who you also expect to love you.  Usually he or she is 

not the first person you want to talk to in that moment.  Imagine if you were having to evacuate your 

house because a wildfire or hurricane was likely to destroy it tomorrow?  All-powerful God, you can 

control the universe, but you cannot stop this fire from burning?  What did I do to deserve this—am I 

being punished for something?  If you look at it from a purely human perspective, these seem like logical 

questions, and feeling abandoned by God is a typical human response.  But we cannot fully comprehend 

the mystery of God.  It is a mystery that defies our ability to understand.  What I do know is that the 



deeper my relationship with God has become, the more I am aware of his presence--even in the most 

difficult times.  It does not necessarily make them any less painful, but God, too, experienced the most 

excruciating pain.   Jesus was crucified.  His mother watched her son suffer and die and could do 

absolutely nothing about it.  God knows our pain and suffering better than we know it.   

Yes, it is very difficult to see him in painful times.  I have struggled with that too during my most 

difficult challenges and times of great personal loss.  I cannot fully explain it, and there are still times I 

struggle to experience it, but I understand enough to confidently say God is always there, even if I feel 

abandoned.   It’s a mystery.  It is also exactly why I need—we all need—people who can walk with us 

through difficult times.  They help us experience God’s presence and remind us that we are not alone. But 

to do so in the most difficult situations, during the darkest times, you need to love as God loves.  And the 

only way to do that is to know God as best as you possibly can.  Perhaps, God is calling me to a deeper 

relationship with Him so that I can walk with others during their difficult times and help them realize that 

God is always there for them.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Rebellion 9/15/21 

There is a well-known movie called “The Sixth Sense.” It might be considered a classic now, 

since it was originally released over 20 years ago.  There’s one specific aspect of that movie that comes to 

mind tonight.  It has nothing to do with seeing dead people, but rather, the flashbacks toward the end of 

the movie.  I’ll spare you the summary of the movie—I expect you might know it already—but, I will 

remind you that throughout the movie there are little clues that reveal the truth about the relationship 

between the two main characters.  The revelation of the real nature of this relationship is followed by a 

series of flashbacks showing details that foreshadow this major twist.   When I saw this movie, I felt 

pretty stupid at the end—the truth was right in front of me, but I was too focused on something else to 

notice these nuances.  To pick up on the little details that were so important to the relationship between 

the young boy and his therapist.   

I am beginning to realize there are infinite nuances within Scripture.  I can re-read passages and 

hear completely different messages from God each time.  I had one such experience this past Sunday.  I 

was the lector at Mass, and as is my routine, I practice the readings throughout the week, then one final 

time right before Mass begins.  As I practiced the first reading during the week, my focus was on the 

image of Christ, giving of himself completely, suffering a most humiliating death yet experiencing no 

shame.  The opening line of the reading did not seem particularly important or impactful—even after 

many times praying that Scripture.    

On that last pass, as I sat in church, the opening line hit me in a new and profound way.  “…he 

opens my ear that I may hear; and I have not rebelled, have not turned back.”  (Is 50:4-5).   I have heard 

God’s word, but I did not turn away.  God loves me.  Why would anyone want to turn away?  Some 

people must turn away after hearing God speak to them, otherwise why would this passage be there?  It is 

a nuance I had missed many times that week without consideration of what this might be saying to me.  

How have I turned away? 

Entering into any intimate relationship requires complete exposure of ourselves to another—

complete vulnerability.  In my relationship with Christ this meant coming face-to-face with my real 

human nature—all of the failings, challenges, mistakes and problems.  I was not exactly filled with joy 

and happiness as I realized all the ways in which I spit upon Jesus or pounded the nails into his hands.  

My natural defense mechanisms tried to push me away from facing the truth and I would try to rationalize 

some of my past behavior—or even some recent actions.  I was not kind to the man in store because he 

was mean to me first.  I am not going to help my neighbor because all she does is complain about 

everything.  These rationalizations may help me feel better about myself from a psychological 



perspective, but that feeling will fade.  It is not real—because I have heard the truth.  God loves me 

unconditionally, and he wants me to love everyone I encounter in the same way.   He loves you too and 

expects the same in return.   

Each time I have tried to rationalize my behavior it has been nothing more than an excuse for why 

I did not respond in love.  With each excuse, I rebelled against God in small ways. I needed to make that 

excuse because I was not able to face my true nature as a sinner.  It is difficult to come to grips with this.  

We are ugly.  We need to grow.  We need to change.  Change isn’t easy—there is a reason businesses 

have change management experts.   

Still here?  Good.  Because there is another nuance to that reading: the ending.  “See the Lord 

God is my help.”  He wants me and you to resemble His likeness so much that he came to earth to serve 

us.  His back was beaten.  His face spat upon.   He gave everything and walks with us always even when 

we try to rebel.   That is God’s love.  If I let him, he will transform me in His love forever.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Like a Child 10/7/21 

One day last week while on a conference call in my home office, I walked across the room to my 

daughter’s desk.  There was a little project she is working on—she’s writing a book.  Pretty impressive 

for a seven year old, but I might be a little biased.  It was all her idea too.  She was writing a “chapter”—

in other words a page—a day.  The story was about the princesses Peach and Daisy from the Super Mario 

Bros. franchise.  They were in school and welcoming a new friend to their class.  The story, or at least 

what she had completed so far, told of how Peach and Daisy were the only two in the class that were nice 

to the new girl, Olivia.  One of them let Olivia sit in her desk.  The other shared some school supplies.  

Their words and actions, small signs of love, welcomed Olivia into their class even though she was a 

stranger to them.   They did it on their own accord.    

As I read the story, I was over-whelmed with emotion.  Sure, there was pride.  What parent is not 

proud of their children when they accomplish something?  Add to that, in this story, Ellie was writing 

about gospel values—loving your neighbor as yourself—yes, I was full of joy to see her express this truth 

in her story.  But, it went deeper than that.  As always, God was present there with me as He is with all of 

us, and for a fleeting moment, I felt like I experienced the same reaction my Heavenly Father has when I 

grow in His love, when I welcome the stranger.  This was a feeling of pure joy that left me offering praise 

and thanks to God for being able to experience it.   

In that moment, God was forming me.  Jesus reminds his apostles that to enter the kingdom of 

God, we must be like little children.   So, why are children so exemplary at living out God’s kingdom?   

The answer, I think, is pretty simple.  They have not lived in the human world for as long as adults have.  

They have not learned the secular views of society that distort the truth of God’s love.  They have not 

developed the biases or stereotypes that meter our love for others based on our similarities.   Nor has a 

little child developed enough independence to think they can survive without their parents.   

In Ellie’s story, she writes about Peach and Daisy talking about the new girl before they approach 

her.  They talk about how she looks different, talks differently, and always plays by herself.  They don’t 

want her to be alone and they recognize that she really is just like them even though she does not look and 

speak like them—most of this is confirmed after they get to know her a bit more.   They were nervous to 

approach her, but they did it anyway because they felt it was the right thing to do.  Without even realizing 

it, they were listening to the Holy Spirit whispering instructions on how to show love to this girl, who 

isn’t really a stranger at all.   It is far easier for the Holy Spirit to get through to the heart when it is not 

buried by layers of human-created differences that do not exist in God’s family.   



After the homily this past Sunday, Ellie leaned over to me, hugged me, and asked if I could teach 

her more about Jesus after church.  Yes, Ellie, I can teach you about Jesus.  But, I think it would be better 

for you to teach me.   You are not an expert in Christology.  In your eyes, Ellie, theology is nothing more 

than a big word you don’t understand.   But your actions—the way you show love everyone you 

encounter through small simple acts—is a lesson more valuable than a lifetime of study with the best 

theologian ever.   

There is no bias.  No stereotype.  Ellie does not see social status, race, ethnicity, gender, age or 

personal opinion.   Ellie, you smile at everyone.   You willingly bring part of your treasure—toys—to 

share with those who do not have them.   When you hurt, you turn to Mommy or Daddy trusting that we 

will never leave you alone or in pain.  There are just as many lessons I can learn from you as those you 

can learn from me.   

No, Ellie is not perfect.  As she gets older, and spends more time in this world, she will have here 

moody times, talk back as a teenager, perhaps even rebel in serious ways.  It is all part of being a flawed 

human, and hopefully, she has enough of a foundation that even is she strays far away, she comes back to 

what is right and good in her lifetime.  But, at this point of her young life, she has not been exposed to the 

distorted, and unfortunately all too common view, that love of neighbor, service and sacrifice are bad.  Me 

first.  I want it my way.  Don’t agree with me?  You’re an idiot.   

These are very real struggles.  I don’t expect them to cease just because I start to be more child-

like and dependent on God.  I become pre-occupied and self-absorbed with my own problems and forget 

that everyone else has problems too.  Maybe the other person’s struggling with a problem much bigger 

than mine.   Maybe Ellie’s small smile, that simple and easy sign of love, makes a difference for that 

stranger.  The simplest act, done in love, does make a difference.  In Ellie’s story, Peach and Daisy 

welcome Olivia into their class with little acts of love.   In her life, Ellie welcomes the stranger through 

little acts of love.  Do I do the same?   

 

 

 

 

 

 



Rules for Discernment 10/27/21 

 

We live in a world that is more than what we can perceive with our human senses.   Our flesh 

prevents us from clearly experiencing the spiritual realm in which God is eternally present around us.  

He loves us and is constantly working to draw us into a deeper relationship with him; the only 

relationship where we find complete peace and fulfillment.  Also, in this spiritual realm, there is an 

enemy who wants nothing more than to draw us away from God.   He entices us with false promises of 

happiness and joy that will never satisfy our soul.   We are in the middle of a never-ending battle either 

being drawn to God or drawn away from him, but never stuck in one place.   

Wouldn’t it be wonderful if there was a way, even with our limited human senses, that we could 

determine the difference between what brings us closer to God and what draws us away?  Well, I have 

some great news for you.  We do have a way to better understand our choices and find the path that 

brings us toward God.   It’s called discernment. You have most likely heard a priest talk about 

discernment in relation to vocations to the priesthood.   But discernment applies to all of us, and not 

just in trying to figure out if we are called to a religious vocation.  Discernment is a process we can use to 

distinguish one idea or feeling from another; and, understand those feelings well enough to respond in a 

way that draws us closer to God.   

Discernment is something we should engage in constantly as we seek to understand how the 

Holy Spirit is moving our hearts.  St. Ignatius of Loyola was given this gift and he has shared it with us in 

what he called “discernment of spirits.”  Ignatius gave us some guidelines to follow—fourteen rules to 

be exact—that will allow us to deepen our awareness of the presence and movement of God around us 

and within our hearts.  A heightened sense of awareness helps us understand the unseen spiritual 

reality so that we too might be able to choose wisely and follow path that leads us toward God.  Now, 

fourteen rules might sound pretty complex, but it really is much simpler than that.   

The first two rules describe the state in which we find ourselves. The first rule describes 

someone who is moving away from God by seeking and obtaining pleasure from sinful behavior.   While 

he or she may be experiencing sensual pleasures and feeling happy, it is really a false happiness that is 

sourced in the enemy and moving him or her away from God.   The Holy Spirit tries to stop this behavior, 

but not by producing joy and peace as you might expect. On the contrary, the Holy Spirit invokes our 

inherent morality to discourage us from this sinful behavior.  Meanwhile, the enemy tries to encourage 

us to on this path away from God by drowning out the voice of God with false promises and lies.  He 

consistently pushes us toward one sinful behavior after another.   

 When I was younger, I went through a time where I fully embraced everything society told me a 
young successful man should be doing.  I was dating a girl who was physically attractive by every sense 
of the secular definition.  I would still go to church every Sunday and “volunteer” in various capacities in 
the Parish, but I would often walk away from God Monday through Saturday.   Everything felt great.  I 
felt happy, but there were little things that would not sit right with me from time-to-time.   Deep down I 
knew that much of what I was doing was not right.  The enemy would tell me that it was okay—I was 
human and I am not expected to be perfect.  You go to church and can always go to confession.  Revel in 
the secular pleasures of life Monday through Friday.  Yet there was this underlying sadness that began 
to grow in me—especially when I was not with my girlfriend.  It would quickly erase the joy and pleasure 
I was experiencing when we were together.  This was the Holy Spirit moving within me to bring me back 



to the path toward God.   It was the exact opposite movement that I would soon experience when I was 
moving toward God.   

 Movement toward God is described by the second rule.  Here, the movements of the Holy Spirit 
and the enemy are the exact opposite of those in Rule One.  It is now the Holy Spirit that encourages us 
to continue down this path while the enemy tries to discourage us. The enemy tries to make us feel sad 
or tells us lies that attempt to rationalize different and sinful behavior.    In this state, our source of 
happiness and fulfillment is God.  The same behaviors that were pleasurable in the first rule now bring 
about the opposite feelings when thinking about them.  They become obstacles that the Holy Spirit 
encourages us to overcome.   

 I ultimately ended my romantic relationship while I was living a life described by Rule One.  I 
turned back toward God and met the woman who would ultimately become my wife.  It was as opposite 
to my last life as Rule Two is to Rule One.  My wife fundamentally respects the dignity of every human 
person.  This belief ultimately challenged me to grow in ways that brought me closer to God.   Sure, I 
would hear the tempting of the enemy and in similar ways as before.  You aren’t expected to be perfect; 
you can treat some people better than others.  Except now those thoughts made me feel remorse.   Yes, 
I would fail, but I was motivated to do better rather than just accept those as inevitabilities and not try 
to improve.  I would experience greater happiness and joy when I put myself aside and did something to 
help someone else.  I was at peace.   

 There is a name for that peace and it is the focus of St. Ignatius’ third rule.  Spiritual consolation 
is any movement or feeling in our heart that draws our soul closer to God.  It is an overwhelming sense 
of peace, joy and awe you might feel that reveals God’s presence around you.  Often times, this has 
moved me to tears.  Not tears of sadness, but an outpouring of the feelings from God which are beyond 
what my heart can contain.    It is uncontrollable—my eyes just well up with tears when I feel God 
extremely close.  This is not the same as feeling happy or content in good things.  That is non-spiritual 
consolation.  Spiritual consolation goes deeper and draws our attention to the presence of God around 
us at this very moment.   One of the best examples of this is the Transfiguration.  Jesus’ disciples are so 
overcome by the presence of God, they want to build tents on the mountain and stay there as long as 
they can.   

 There is an opposite of consolation as well.  Rule Four speaks of spiritual desolation which 
Ignatius describes as “all the contrary of the third rule.”   If spiritual consolation brings an awareness of 
God’s presence, then spiritual desolation brings feelings of abandonment by God.  This state lacks hope 
and love.  The enemy might be moving us to pursue a life described by Rule One and trying to tell us that 
God does not love us or he has abandoned us.  There is also non-spiritual desolation which could be 
sadness or anxiety, but these things do not draw us away from God.  In spiritual desolation we cannot 
feel the presence of God, so deeply sometimes that the enemy may even try to get us to question if he 
exists at all.   

My wife and I are blessed with the gift of our daughter.  We also have three children in heaven, 
all miscarriages.  After the third one, I felt completely abandoned by God.   In my sadness and grief, I 
would pray, begging for understanding and answers, but none would come.   The enemy was telling me 
that God caused this hurt and pain.   I was in a very dark place and felt completely alone.  The enemy 
was trying to get me to focus on only myself; that the path I was on would only continue to bring more 
pain and suffering.   Thankfully, I resisted, and the exact opposite has happened.  I have grown closer to 
God, my wife, and our daughter in ways I could not have imagined.   



 I did not know it at the time, but when I was in spiritual desolation after our third miscarriage, I 
used one of the remaining ten Ignatian rules to work with God to lift me out of it.   While the first four 
rules describe our movements toward and away from God and the feelings we experience; the others 
provide us with some strategies to escape the spiritual desolation that we will inevitably experience at 
times.   The ones which I ultimately used to escape this spiritual desolation were: to not make a change; 
increase prayer; and focus on the consolation that will be coming as a gift from God.   

 While it seemed that God abandoned me—abandoned us—after the miscarriage, He was still 
there.  I would try to focus on how I had experienced his presence in my wife and daughter in the past 
and present and think about how I will still be able to do that in the future.   I did not make any changes 
in life.  I didn’t stop going to Mass, praying, or God-forbid, abandon my marital vows as a former 
professional colleague did when faced with such a crisis.  Sure, for a time, I did a poor job living out my 
vocation as husband and father, but I never completely walked away from them like the enemy was 
tempting me to do.    

In times of desolation, it is easy to think just about ourselves.  After all, this time is marked by 
feelings of being alone.  And that is just what the enemy wants to do—get you and me to focus on 
nothing but ourselves.  To partake in the selfish and sinful behavior of Rule One giving us false happiness 
and joy that he provides and drawing us away from God.    

The enemy wants us to think we are alone, but we know that is not the case.  We must resist 
and confront the enemy firmly.   The Ignatian rules help us do just that by increasing our awareness of 
what is going on and how the Holy Spirit moves within our hearts.   We are never alone.  God is always 
with us.  We just need to improve our ability to sense his presence.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



What Does Your Advent Calendar Look Like 11/11/21 

As I was leaving a recent meeting with my spiritual director, he called out to me as he was getting 

in his car.  “Next time, I want to hear about what your Advent calendar looks like.”   As the car door 

closed, with no opportunity to ask for clarification, I started pondering his question.  Okay, let’s be 

completely honest—I panicked.  My Advent calendar?  Did he forget to include “daughter” in there?  

That’s something for kids.  I have not had an Advent calendar in decades.  Turns out they do make 

Advent calendars for adults, but I don’t think he is expecting to hear about Lego Star Wars min-figures or 

alcoholic beverages.   What does my Advent calendar look like? 

There are plenty of secular activities that can fill up our calendars during the season of Advent.  

Shopping for Christmas gifts is one that particularly comes to mind this year especially with all the news 

about supply chain problems.  There may not be many options to choose from for those first visiting 

stores on December 24th.   My wife does not fall into that category.  To this day, I continue to frustrate 

her on this topic because I am never ready to start thinking about Christmas shopping when she does—in 

September!  This is not because Julie is an organized planner—oh boy, is she ever.  No, it is because Julie 

wants to pick out just the right gift, something that will bring joy to the person receiving it.   

I will speak from experience and promise you this is not possible if you wait too long to start 

looking.   Now, I am not a December 24th shopper, but there have been many occasions when I just start 

my Christmas shopping for Julie after Thanksgiving only to find that my options are limited.  I am not 

quite sure what to get her that will bring real joy.  I have a great idea, but it will not arrive in time.  What 

did Julie mention a few months ago…it was the perfect gift…I just can’t remember what it was.   I would 

ultimately resort to her Amazon wish list, and inevitably, on Christmas, would be somewhat saddened 

when I realized that the thought and planning that Julie put into picking out my Christmas gift far 

exceeded what I had done for her.   Julie was always grateful for whatever I did get her and it never 

impacted our love or relationship.  Yet, each Christmas, I would find myself wanting to put more effort 

into her gift next year.   

No one puts more thought into a Christmas gift than God.   He knew what he was going to give us 

for Christmas from the very beginning of time.   God’s gift to us is pretty awesome.  But, what are you 

giving God for Christmas?  What do you give someone who has everything?  Even if you could figure out 

how to wrap a mountain, I think God has plenty of those already.   How do you respond to God’s gift—

his love, mercy, forgiveness, his very self in the person of Jesus?   Forget September, you need to start 

thinking about what you’re giving God for Christmas in January! 



There is one thing that God wants more than anything.  He gives us hints of this throughout the 

year if we only pay attention.  God wants you for Christmas.    He wants to have a personal intimate 

relationship with you.   It’s all there in one of my favorite scripture passages, Isaiah Chapter 43.  “I have 

called you by name: you are mine. … Because you are precious in my eyes and glorious, and because I 

love you.”  God is gently calling you to himself out of love.  He will give us everything if only we put our 

trust in him.   

This is why the rich man goes away sad when Jesus tells him to sell all he has and follow him.  

He chooses his Christmas gift for God from God’s Amazon wishlist.  In fact, he picks out multiple gifts 

for God—he follows all the commandments.  But God wants something deeper than this.  The rich man’s 

wealth puts him in complete control of his life.  He doesn’t need anyone or anything.  He thinks he has it 

all including independence.  That is what he really does not want to give up—his independence more so 

than his possessions.  Building a relationship with God means being humble, turning control of your life 

over to God, and putting your own will and desires aside so God can fill you with his love and grace.  It 

requires sacrifice and trust.  God himself has made the greatest sacrifice to give us his gift of self.  Why 

should we not do the same?  It’s the best gift to give to God and exactly what He wants!   

Giving yourself to God for Christmas seems simple.  You don’t need to navigate through a 

crowded shopping mall.  No worries about shipping delays and the item is always in stock.  Best of all, if 

you gave God that gift before, he will be just as happy to receive it again this year.  But we still need to 

think about exactly what giving ourselves to God really means.   Do you want to shop from God’s 

Amazon Wishlist—attend Mass every Sunday and follow the commandments?  Or do you want to put 

thought into your specific gift to God, go beyond the wishlist and bring him great joy?  Advent is the 

perfect time to figure that out that. 

My advent calendar is now filled with little ways in which I can give myself more fully to God.  

Extra time in prayer, acts of service and love.  Quiet time to listen to God so I can grow in my relationship 

with Him.   It also includes “Adore” the guided Advent mediation book that is available through St. 

Joseph Parish’s Adult Faith Formation.   This resource is available to you too.  It is filled with short daily 

reflections that will help you focus a little more on God each day and figure out exactly what you are 

getting him for Christmas.    So, what will your Advent calendar look like?  

 

 


