St M: 4 Nov 07 – All Saints
2 Esdras 2:42-47

Ps 150

Rev 7:2-4

Matt 5:1-12

1. I am called to Follow Jesus Completely…

My Lord Jesus, may I love you completely with my entire self and embrace totally and without hesitation whatever you embraced. Therefore may I love the world as you loved it and abhor worldly wisdom of falseness, greed and pride as you abhorred them.

As persons (living according to worldly wisdom) love and eagerly seek approval of others, a good reputation, status and "the good life"; may I loyally follow you and eagerly desire the contrary.

I love you so much and so appreciate what you have done for me that I desire to be like you in all things. I desire to live life in your skin - that is, to use your approach in my choices leaving myself open to experience the consequences you experienced.

Therefore, if it could be done without hurting anyone else or disappointing our Caring God, I desire to be insulted, rejected and written off as a nobody in order to be more like you, my loving Lord and follow more closely in your footsteps. You are the true way that leads us to life. 

If worldly wisdom can make its adherents greedily love the approval of others, status, riches, pursuit of the illusions of one's `ego', how much more can you make your followers love integrity, poverty, rejection and the cross!

Discuss….

Mother Teresa is one of the great iconic figures of our age and so it is not surprising that when a book appears claiming that for almost 50 years she lived without sensing the presence of God in her life, it will arouse controversy. But although it has already been seized upon and quoted by those wishing to undermine the Christian faith, the book is not the work of some anti-religious journalist, but rather that of her postulator, a senior member of her own order who is responsible for gathering together material in support of the petition for her canonisation. Her letters contained in the book were gathered as part of that process and were intended by the author to portray one extraordinary person's spiritual journey into sanctification, and ultimately, he believes, into sainthood. 

While few ever experience the depth and duration of desolation that Mother Teresa found herself in, all of us experience periods of desolation and darkness. The Anglican aesthetic theologian, Martin Thornton, says that most of our spiritual journey is a wandering in the desert, in a place of dryness and desolation, where there are only occasional mountain top experiences of transfiguration. While this is undoubtedly true for most of us, the desolation of Mother Teresa is much more than an extreme and enduring form of desert dryness. It is rooted in a journey into God that can only be understood in terms of the dark night of the soul as described in the writings of St Teresa of Avilla and St John of the Cross. 

For St Teresa and John all of life is a love affair between God and ourselves, in which we are set free from our compulsive behaviours and false attachments and drawn into union with God. It is a journey into love that is pure gift, but is a journey that demands our full co-operation for God will not invade where our hearts have closed the door. That journey takes us through two dark nights along the way; the second of which is the dark night of the soul.

John uses various images to convey the suffering of this extremely trying time. It is a period in which the soul is stripped of all human and spiritual support, a time in which false selves and false gods are radically uprooted and the soul is left with nothing except a desperate longing for God in a darkness so deep that it seems that God has abandoned them, that even their faith is being destroyed and their soul dying. But says John: 'The brighter the light, the more the owl is blinded,' and this time of blindness, when prayer seems all but impossible is actually the point at which God is most powerfully at work; the soul is purged of all that is not of God and there is a powerful inflow of God in a ... 'pure and dark contemplation' that prepares the soul for union with God. John likens this dark night to a log on the fire. At first the fire chars the wood which smokes and emits unpleasant odours, but as the wood dries out it begins to be transformed into fire itself.' 

All of what John said of the dark night of the soul is given flesh in the agonising words of Mother Teresa's letters and journals. Her early spiritual journey was one filled with intense, near ecstatic communion with God. From the age of 12 she knew that God was calling her to be a missionary to the poor, and heard clearly the voice of God calling her to be a Loreto nun. Seventeen years later she again heard God call her to abandon teaching and work instead with the poorest of the poor, the sick and dying, the beggar and the outcast. 'Come, Come, carry Me into the holes of the poor,' she heard Christ say, 'Come be My light.' In addition, at that same time, she was having visions so intense that her confessor, who believed the voices and visions to be genuine mystical experiences, wrote: 'Her union with Our Lord has been continual and so deep and violent that rapture does not seem very far.' Of that period Teresa simply said, 'Jesus gave himself to me.' 

It was only when Rome finally gave its approval for her to embark on her second calling that the voices and visions ceased and the desolation began. Two months into her new work, at a high point in her life when she had just established the buildings for the new order, she began speaking of the 'tortures of loneliness;' a spiritual loneliness and isolation for young women were flocking to join the order so fast that within 4 months they were forced to move into larger premises. And as fast as the order grew and the ministry prospered, as quickly she experienced the growing desolation. 

'Please pray specially for me that I may not spoil His work and that Our Lord may show Himself - for there is such terrible darkness within me, as if everything were dead,' she wrote to her spiritual director. He responded by telling her that she was not as much in the dark as she thought and that the external evidence provided ample proof that God was blessing her work; an unhelpful remark that failed to address her desperation or the darkness that grew and became all encompassing for almost 50 years. 

In point of fact, unhelpful remarks by spiritual directors unable to understand her suffering only compounded her suffering, and she moved from one director to another seeking counsel and advice that would ease her pain. It took almost 10 years before she found the right person; someone who told her the 3 things she needed to hear: that her pain was not of human origin, but was rooted in the work of God; that her deep craving for God was a sure sign of his hidden presence at work in her; and that the absence was a part of the 'spiritual side' of her work for Jesus. She had begun her new ministry believing that she was sharing in the passion of Christ and she now came to understand her pain as a sharing in the cry of dereliction from the cross. 'I cannot express the gratitude I owe you,' she wrote to her director. 'For the first time in years ... I have come to love the darkness - for I believe now that it is part of a very, very small part of Jesus' darkness and pain on earth. You have taught me to accept it as a spiritual side of my work.'

There is much more that could be said, but for the purpose of this meditation I want to make three brief points. The first is that all of us at various times and in varying ways struggle with our faith and the life of prayer and, all too often, our levels of faithfulness are shaped by how we 'feel.' Mother Teresa shows us that it is OK to struggle and that the pain and the struggle are an integral part of our spiritual journey. The point at which we struggle most may be the time when God is most at work. Secondly, although she did not 'feel' the presence of Christ for almost 50 years and struggled throughout that time to pray, she was at prayer every morning at 4.30am, and is remembered by those who lived with her as being a person of intense prayerfulness and tangible holiness. Susan has a photograph of Mother Teresa at prayer which is, for her, an icon of Christ. It is said that you do not 'paint' an icon, but 'write' it. That photo of Mother Theresa in prayer is the writing of an icon.

Finally, Mother Teresa's experience with spiritual directors speaks to me of my role as a priest. The first rule in the medical profession is 'Do no harm,' and we would do well to heed those words. St John of the Cross says that a spiritual director must have 3 qualifications: learning, discernment, and experience. Learning and discretion are, for him, the 'foundation,' but he is emphatic that, without experience, there will be no success. Without these qualifications, he says, we will harm the souls in our care. Learning we can (and should) acquire through study; the other two are the fruit of a love affair between God and ourselves in which, as Mother Teresa shows us, we are to faithfully co-operate.

Discuss…
Amen!
2 Esdras 2:42-47:  I Esdras saw upon the mount Sion a great people, whom I could not number, and they all praised the Lord with songs. And in the midst of them there was a young man of a high stature, taller than all the rest, and upon every one of their heads he set crowns, and was more exalted; which I marvelled at greatly. So I asked the angel, and said, “Sir, what are these?” He answered and said unto me, These be they that have put off the mortal clothing, and put on the immortal, and have confessed the name of God: now are they crowned, and receive palms. Then said I unto the angel, What young person is it that crowneth them, and giveth them palms in their hands? So he answered and said unto me, It is the Son of God, whom they have confessed in the world. Then began I greatly to commend them that stood so stiffly for the name of the Lord
 

Psalm 150:  Praise the Lord! Praise God in his sanctuary!
Praise him in the sky, which testifies to his strength! Praise him for his mighty acts!
Praise him for his surpassing greatness! Praise him with the blast of the horn!
Praise him with the lyre and the harp! 

Praise him with the tambourine and with dancing!
Praise him with stringed instruments and the flute! Praise him with loud cymbals!
Praise him with clanging cymbals! Let everything that has breath praise the Lord!
Praise the Lord!
Rev 7:2-4:  Then I saw another angel ascending from the east, who had the seal of the living God. He shouted out with a loud voice to the four angels who had been given permission to damage the earth and the sea: “Do not damage the earth or the sea or the trees until we have put a seal on the foreheads of the servants of our God.” 7:4 Now I heard the number of those who were marked with the seal, one hundred and forty-four thousand, sealed from all the tribes of the people of Israel
Matt 5:1-12:  When he saw the crowds, he went up the mountain. After he sat down his disciples came to him. 5:2 Then he began to teach them by saying:
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, [pious] for the kingdom of heaven belongs to them.
Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.
Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be satisfied.
Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.
Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.
Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called the children of God.
Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to them.
Blessed are you when people insult you and persecute you and say all kinds of evil things about you falsely on account of me. Rejoice and be glad because your reward is great in heaven, for they persecuted the prophets before you in the same way.
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