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 What was my biggest challenge during Holy Week? Moving a beautifully adorned 

pascal candle to the parish hall for the family Easter Vigil and back to the chancel for the 

evening Easter Vigil. Flowers fell along the way. Sorry Harriet! Great thanks to Martha 

and Mary Ellen for putting the pascal candle back together Easter morning.  

The experience reminds me of another beautifully adorned paschal candle. The 

pascal candle in the chapel of Christ in the Desert Monastery in the high desert of New 

Mexico. I witnessed the pascal candle during a retreat several years ago. 

Next to the altar stood a seven-foot barren and gnarled pinion tree. The limbs formed 

arms that reached in adulation towards the canyons and open skies made visible through 

the mostly glass walls of the chapel. The candle rested between uplifted, yearning arms. 

One morning, after Mass, as I sat in prayer, a new monk, a novice, went to the 

sacristy, retrieved a footstool in order to reach the top of the paschal candle. He tenderly 

scraped excess wax from around the wick and adjusted the brass ring at the top. His 

gentle devotion was a prayer, like a mother attending to a newborn child. 

I believe the novice’s fierce attention, what Simone Weil called prayer, is the way 

Easter joy infuses creation. It was as if the novice’s single-minded attention to the 

paschal candle gave the gnarled wood the courage to open her arms in a resolute “YES” 

to life in all of its twisted permeations. 

The novice’s absolute attention reflects the life and ministry of Jesus. In today’s 

gospel, Jesus, in the portico of the temple, grounds his messiahship with a proclamation. 

Absolutely nothing or no one will snatch my flock from my arms. Jesus establishes 

himself as the consummate shepherd.  

Easter announces that the complete attention of a particular man, Jesus, to people 

around him, is an attitude for all time, forever capable of illuminating joy in and among 

twisted lives.  

Jesus’s address to the temple congregation turns sin-based religious faith on its head. 

Really good news. Getting right with God whittles the heart of God down to a size that 

fits our logic and quiets our joy. That I am right with God in spite of my unworthiness 

does not capture my heart. My contorted arms do not reach towards the sky by knowing 

my slate is clean as a result of the father balancing the books of justice through the death 

and resurrection of his son. I guess if I believed such was the mission of Jesus, I’d feel 

safer. Assurance is not exactly a crackling faith.  

What breaks my heart open is love that lifts me out of myself and beyond my 

calculations of worthiness. What steals my heart is a heart of God so saturated with 

wonder and amazement towards us that She, too, loses herself. Both lover and the 

beloved co-create an ecstatic union.  

I love the way the child, May, the protagonist in Sue Monk Kidd’s first novel, A 

Secret Life of Bees, confesses the heart of God. May, abused by her father, needs a 

Mother God. She finds one in the statue of a Black Madonna. I quote: I feel her in 

unexpected moments, her Assumption into heaven happening in places inside me. She will 
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suddenly rise, and when she does, she does not go up, up into the sky, but further and 

further inside me. [She] goes into the holes life has gorged out of us.   

Easter faith, for me, is less belief and more relation; like relation between a novice 

and a paschal candle, between May and the Black Madonna.  

Easter invites us to imagine more fully what we experience in part: the cosmos is 

held together and moves towards completion in and through the incurably curious, 

fiercely loving heart of God.  

Easter also is about participation in the incurably curious, fiercely loving heart of 

God.  

May Sarton told her poetry students that if they look long and hard enough at almost 

anything, a bug, flower, stone, the bark of a tree, snow, a cloud, something like revelation 

takes place. The observed is seen anew as if for the first time. The artist, whatever the 

medium—poet, novelist, painter, printer, photographer, writer—sees an element of 

creation as the heart of God sees it, as the heart of God sees us.  

The manner in which the heart of God sees us is the way the heart of God intends us 

to see one another. 

The final day of my visit to Christ in the Desert Monastery was the feast of Saint 

Philip. St. Philip is the namesake of the then Abbot of the monastery. Abbot Philip 

celebrated his birthday on the feast day of his namesake.  

Abbot Philip, in his sermon at the feast day Mass, told the community that when he 

came to the monastery 36 years ago, the novice master was anxious for him to find a 

monastic name. His first name was Chester, and his middle name was Homer. Sounds 

like my kind of guy. Let’s have a beer. Philip, I’ll be Philip 

Abbot Philip said that Saint Philip meant a lot to him because Saint Philip asked Jesus 

to show him the Father. Jesus told Philip that he was all the God Philip was going to get 

or need. In other words, The Father and I are one. God as the relational now. God as the 

relational moment. 

Abbot Philip said that the hardest adjustment for novices, the adjustment many can’t 

make, regards sight. Novices come expecting to locate God mainly in solitude. They 

must learn to see God mostly through solidarity with their brothers. 

In other words, a novice’s absolute attention over time is refocused. A monk’s 

vocation is life among friends.  

Words of another monk, Thomas Merton: The Christian is not merely 'alone with the 

Alone' in the Neoplatonic sense, but he is One with all his 'brothers [and sisters] in 

Christ.' His inner self is, in fact, inseparable from Christ and hence it is in a mysterious 

and unique way inseparable from all the other 'I's' who live in Christ, so that they all 

form one 'Mystical Person,' which is 'Christ.' 

What would it mean for our prayer to be flattened out? What would it mean for prayer 

to be life together? What would it mean to be Christ? 

Amen. 

 


