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INTRODUCTION

Someplace along the way, in the early years of my growing up, I heard someone explain that people who went to heaven would sit at the throne of God and sing “Alleluia” all day long. “Oh, no,” I groaned inwardly. At that moment, heaven, however important it remained in my young mind, lost some of its immediacy, if not some of its luster.

Then, I grew up and realized the import of what it might really mean to be able to sing alleluia all day long, every day of your life. The very thought of it spun my world in an audacious new direction. What if life itself was meant to be one long alleluia moment? Here, ­indeed, resided the real meaning, the real hope, of life. But was it possible?

Years passed, however, before Archbishop Rowan Williams and I found ourselves agreeing to write a book together. We were both clearly marked by a monastic mindset that valued reflection above all else in the market­place of spiritualities. Both of us took ideas as seriously as we took footnotes. God, we knew, was a mystery in which we lived every moment of every day. The only question is, How? What kind of a God is this God we seek?

Is God a teasing giant who must be pacified as we go through life? Is life an obstacle course designed to merit only the perfect, only the docile? Or is the human condition a bundle of gifts wrapped in darkness, the life task of which is to learn to recognize Goodness/Godness in all its misty forms?

One thing we were sure about: The presence of God in life required conscious contemplation. All the richness, all the manifestations of God in life could not be reduced to catechism answers. And yet, at the same time, in the God who was not amenable to simplification are all the answers a person needs to live a life full of confidence in what is seen, and also to take as a given the gifting of the unseen as well.

Finally, I asked him directly, “What really interests you most about the spiritual life?” He paused a moment. “I find myself coming back again and again,” he said, “to the meaning of ‘alleluia.’”

And then we were off. It took two days of thinking together in the archbishop’s London office at Lambeth Palace to find our way through to what we were both saying in slightly different accents: Life itself is an ­exercise in learning to sing alleluia here in order to recognize the face of God hidden in the recesses of time. To deal with the meaning of alleluia in life means to deal with moments that do not feel like alleluia moments at all. But how is it possible to say alleluia to the parts of life that weigh us down, that drain our spirits dry, that seem to deserve anything but praise?

The question is a worthy one. Life, after all, is a struggle, a journey in uncharted space, an exercise in both gain and loss, joy and sorrow. No life consists of nothing but success and satisfaction, security and self-gratification. Failure and disappointment, loss and pain are natural parts of the human equation. Then what? What use is an alleluia then, except perhaps to encourage some kind of emotionally unhealthy self-deception?

But alleluia is not a substitute for reality. It is simply the awareness of another whole kind of reality—beyond the immediate, beyond the delusional, beyond the ­instant perception of things.

One of the oldest anthems of the church, alleluia means simply “All hail to the One who is.” It is the arch-hymn of praise, the ultimate expression of thanksgiving, the pinnacle of triumph, the acme of human joy. It says that God is Good—and we know it.

In the Hebrew Scriptures, the word is an injunction to praise, a call to the people to summon up praise in themselves. It is a challenge to see in life more than is seeable in any single moment and to trust it.

In the Christian Scriptures it is a formula of praise. Most of all, it is an intensely emotional response that, in early liturgical use, was said the entire year, as it still is in the Eastern Church, even in liturgies for the dead. In the most ancient part of the Christian tradition, then, it calls us to see all of life as life-giving, somehow, in some way, whether its present gifting is apparent or not.

Every segment of life is both gift and challenge, both endowment and responsibility. It is the warp and woof of the fabric we call time. The delicate interplay between the two has the power to rock us back and forth between total confidence and abject despair. We lurch through life between doubt and faith, between security and cloying uncertainty, between the enrichment that comes from differences and the divisions that come from fear. It is learning to cling to a sense of alleluia for both that carries us through life to that moment when everything in us has come to fullness and our only next step is immersion in God.

This book sees alleluia as a call to reflection, as the basis of contemplation, the final “Amen” to all that is, at whatever its cost to us now.

Archbishop Rowan Williams deals with scenes from everyday life with the eye of a realist who believes in God.

I, on the other hand, look at some of the defining moments those scenes imply and peel them back to discover what is under them of spiritual value and what is in them to take us to even greater spiritual heights.

The book is, then, a kind of dialogue between two people, both of whom are deeply involved in the ­urgency of pastoral demands but equally involved in understanding the relationship between what is now and what is meant to become in us in our private little futures.

It is an alleluia view of every present moment, a view that welcomes its complexity and subjects it to the more lasting view, the long view, of life.

To that, alleluia.

Joan Chittister





DISCOVERING WHAT
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FAITH

When the attack on New York’s World Trade Center happened on September 11, 2001, it wasn’t world politics that got global attention. Ironically enough, religion, not U.S. foreign policy, became the question of the age. As the Twin Towers came crashing down, the historical notion of the role of religion in the modern world crashed with them.

With three thousand of the country’s most average people—file clerks and stock brokers, receptionists and department heads, accountants and computer programmers, office managers and corporation executives—dead in a single moment of radical violence, the message that chilled the country to the bone was the shout of the hijackers just before the planes crashed into the towers: “Allah be praised,” investigators could hear the terrorists cry. It was the last sound on the cockpit recorder and it was jubilant, ecstatic.

“Allah be praised?” people gasped. What kind of religion was this that could find the wanton destruction of the innocent an act of religious praise?

Suddenly the role of religion in international affairs got more attention in the West than even God might have imagined for so private a subject in so self-determining a society. Proud of its position as a democracy in which the separation of church and state is a hallmark of its commitment to freedom of religion, America discovered that God was suddenly a major story. This was not the God of myth whose presence in life was reserved for moments of private prayer. On the contrary, this was the God of hard, cold news. And the news was not good.

    After all, even the president of the United States, in one of his early statements to the nation following the attack on the Twin Towers, termed the attack by nineteen Muslim zealots from four Arab countries a “clash of civilizations.” The underlying implications of such a statement were both startling and depressing. What exactly had happened to the world in those fifteen ­minutes of fury? Were we at a point where the God of the Bible and the God of the Qur’an were different divinities, each owned by one civilization or another? Were the divinities themselves now locked in mortal battle for the title of “The True God” or, at the very least, “God of the World”? And if so, what did that say about any kind of faith at all?

Most surprising of all, the whole issue was international news.

Papers that reported regularly on space probes to the moon, Mars, and Saturn, sophisticates in a technological world, were all asking the same questions, Is religion the answer or is religion the problem? In this situation, in our time, a religious question, decidedly unscientific, had emerged with startling relevance.

For the first time in the memory of anyone in the country, religion had become a more captivating topic than either political or international domination. News programs spent more time on the nature of Islam than they did on the political goals of any particular country in the Islamic world, let alone all of Islam at one time. Religion itself became the unknown enemy— not religious extremism necessarily, not simply religion gone rancid as it did, for instance, in the case of Jim Jones and the Jonestown suicides in Guyana, but religion of every ilk and stripe was now a question mark.

In the United States, religious extremists of our own began to talk about Armageddon, the symbolic final battle between Good and Evil, with a kind of glee. ­Televangelists warned people to get ready for the Rapture, to see the events both here and in the Middle East as part of the End Times.

More than that, however certain they were of the immediacy of the world to come, religious extremists of our own raised a banner of patriotism that supported everything from unsubstantiated, “preemptive” invasion of another sovereign nation to long-term imprisonment of unindicted suspects, secret prisons, and torture​—all of them foreign to the history and ideals of a democratic nation. Violation of international accords as well as the abridgment of our own constitutional democracy became standard. Any amount of immorality became moral for the sake of preserving “the Christian world” from Muslim attackers despite the fact that we are more correctly defined, at best, as a nation the majority religion of which is Christian.

Clearly religious chauvinism had won the day over faith.

The problem, of course, is that both Islam and Christianity are monotheistic religions that spring from the same great line of patriarchs and prophets. Both say that there is only one God and that God is One.

And yet somehow, it seems, religion had managed to eclipse faith. When asked during this country’s Civil War whether or not God was on the side of the North, Abraham Lincoln pointed out that it was not whether or not God was on our side but whether or not we were on God’s side that mattered. In this case, that kind of theological unity seems to have slipped almost entirely from the national consciousness of religious extremists on both sides.

Instead, we were now simply two great religious armies arrayed against one another on the plains of the globe like giant football teams—whatever we said we believed about God. Whatever faith told us was true—that God was love and peace, justice and human community, that we were accountable for our behavior, that there would be an eternal judgment not based on politi­cal goals but on God’s will for all humanity—religion told us was only really real for our side.

Clerics riled up the teams on both sides of the divide, promising God’s blessing on those who would give their lives on behalf of the state. Suicide bombers on one side of the field carried scriptures promising instant heaven to martyrs. Military units on the other side of the field called civilian deaths, thousands and thousands of them, “collateral damage”—meaning “unfortunate,” perhaps, but not morally reprehensible at all.

Religion defined what was going on from the ­vantage point of one side or the other, making God nothing but a tribal God. But faith tells us much more. Faith tells us that God is not the human political agenda writ large. God, faith tells is, is God—“that than which nothing greater can be thought,” as a medieval theologian put it. God, in other words, is not amenable to either our expectations or the puny little human demands we call rational as we go our irrational ways.

God, faith tells us, is not the God of white people or brown people, of Pakistanis or Palestinians, of Jews or Catholics. God is the God of humankind who wishes “weal and not woe” to us all.

Yes, the attack on the Twin Towers caused large-scale death, but no larger in scale than the inadequately monitored chemical plant in Bhopal, or the British in Ireland during the famine, or the Americans in Vietnam fighting over territory not theirs. But it does raise a different kind of question. Why, we need to ask, has religion suddenly become such a major issue and faith such a subdued one? Why now and why here?

The answer to the question cuts to the core of the spiritual life. The fact is that it might well be that deep down we are still substituting a kind of magic for faith. God we make a cornucopia of human desires, a vending machine of human delights. We coax God to be on our side and call it faith. We cajole God to save us from ourselves and call it devotion. But those things reduce God to some kind of popular puppet. For those things there is little room for alleluia.

The truth is that faith requires the awareness that God is and that God is holding all of us responsible for the other. Being a card-carrying member of a religious tradition does not give us the right to consume the world for our own ends and in the name of God. We do not have the right to loose havoc on the rest of the world in the name of the God we have made in our own image. It is not getting the rest of the world to think and worship as we do that qualifies as real religion. It is giving ourselves for the welfare of the rest of the world to which we are called.

The Abrahamic tradition, in which Abraham’s rush to welcome strangers to his table is one of scripture’s most powerful icons, calls us all to be keepers of an open tent in the desert, for fear a stranger should simply happen to come by without water in the summer sun of the globe.

Faith is belief that God is leading us to become in tune with the universe, however different we see ourselves to be.

Faith is trust in the unknown goodness of life without demand for certainty in the science of it.

Faith is belief that the God we call “our God” is ­either the God of all or cannot possibly be God at all.

Faith is confidence in darkness, for the willingness to trust in the deep-down humanity of others as well as in our own may be the deepest act of faith we can possibly devise.

Faith is the willingness to see God at work in others​—in their needs and ideas, their hopes and plans—as well as in ourselves.

Faith is the certainty that God is working through others just as certainly as God is working through us for the good of all humankind.

For those things we sing alleluia. Those are surely the only things that can possibly save the globe from our own unmaking of it.

Faith, real faith, real willingness to forgo our own need to either understand God’s ways with humankind or control them ourselves, is real reason for alleluia. Why? Because faith is not about understanding the ways of God. It is not about maneuvering God into a position of human subjugation, making a God who is a benign deity who exists to see life as we do. Faith, in fact, is not about understanding at all. It is about awe in the face of the God of all. And it is awe that inspires an alleluia in the human soul.

Faith is about reverencing precisely what we do not understand—the mystery of the Life Force that generates life for us all. It is about grounding ourselves in a universe so intelligent, so logical, so clearly loving that only a God in love with life could possibly account for it completely.

When we center our power outside ourselves, which is of the essence of faith, we have faith in something greater than our smallness. We take our very lack of control as a sign of God’s presence in the world. It is precisely because of our smallness that we can come to see and trust the greatness of God that surrounds us. It is only then that we can really come to see the face of God in the face of the other.

Faith in what we cannot control, do not see, cannot understand destroys the idol that is ourselves. It is only the deep-down belief that we are not the be-all and end-all of the universe that can save us from ourselves. It is the awareness of being part of something vast and intelligent and well-intentioned that gives purpose to life, that leads us to seek beyond the horizons of our smallness to the hope that tomorrow, warped as we may be today, we can all be better.

Faith in God is the only ground we have for faith in ourselves, in humanity, in life. Then we may care enough about others, about the purpose of God for all human life, to go beyond the kind of religion that turns God into a local deity and life into a zero-sum game in which winner takes all and losers abound.

Faith is one long alleluia sung into a dark night, the only end of which is another challenging dawn.
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DOUBT

The letter in my hand was written on pink flowered stationery and had a poignant ring. This was not a ­business-as-usual order, I realized, as much as it strove to sound that way. No, this letter broke life open to the core, and all under the guise of the mundane. “I would like to order thirty copies. . .” the letter began.

For a moment I had almost put the note down to mark it for transfer to the order department, sure that it had simply gotten to my desk by mistake. But on second thought I realized that the letter was simply too long, too personal, to be nothing but a purchase form. I went on reading.

Here was a woman, the writer said of herself, who organized book discussions for women in the area. They go to church, she went on, “but they find no one in any of them who will honor their questions.” They are afraid even to ask questions, she said, because “when they ask a question they’re treated as if they’re heretics or have already lost their faith. Especially if they point out that the answer they get doesn’t answer anything for them.” Reading circles were the only way she knew, she wrote, “to help women find their voices.”

Then she added what was not routine, even in letters of that sort. “I, myself, don’t go to church. I’d like to be part of a praying community but I don’t believe all the things they taught me anymore so I think it is more honest just to stay away. ”

I paused for a moment. No doubt about it: as a class, churches have been far better at giving answers than they have been at receiving questions. Catechism classes and Sunday School sessions, well-taught as they may have been, have been churning out routine answers to routine questions at regular age levels for eons. Unfortunately, the very age at which most people outgrow catechism class is exactly when they begin to grow into the spiritual confusions that are the essence of adulthood. Then the old answers begin to thin a bit.

For those for whom the questions persist, the choice is a bitter one: We can allow our spiritual lives to be capped in adolescence, assuming that faith has something to do with accepting childish answers to complex issues. Or we can follow our questions to the center of the mystery that stretches far beyond the theological politics of historical documentation. We can search to the point where only wonder will do or we can turn the spiritual life into some kind of corporate strategy aimed at storing up rituals in return for heaven. The one ­answer leads to the awesome undefinability of God. The other one reduces God to the exercises of a theological athletic field.

The fact is that all the great spiritual models of the ages before us found themselves, at one point or ­another, plunged into doubt, into darkness, into the certainty of uncertainty: Augustine, John of the Cross, Teresa of Avila, Meister Eckhart, John the Baptist, Thomas, Peter, one after another of them all wondered, and wavered, and believed beyond belief.

Surely, then, doubt is something to be grateful for, something about which to sing an alleluia. Unlike ­answers that presume the static nature of God and the spiritual life, doubt stretches us beyond ourselves to the guidance of a God whose face is not always in books. Doubt is what leaves us open to truth, wherever it is, however difficult it may be to accept.

But most of all, doubt requires us to reconfirm every­thing we’ve ever been made to believe is unassailable. Without doubt, life would simply be a series of packaged assumptions, none of them tested, none of them sure, and all of them belonging not to us, but to someone else whose truth we have made our own.

The problem with accepting truth as it comes to us rather than truth as we divine it for ourselves is that it’s not worth dying for—and we don’t. It becomes a patina of ideas inside of which we live our lives without passion, without care. This kind of faith happens around us but not in us—we go through the motions. The first crack in the edifice and we’re gone. The first chink in the wall of the castle keep and we’re off to less demanding fields.

Doubt, on the other hand, is the mother of conviction. Once we have pursued our doubts to the dust, we forge a stronger, not a weaker, belief system. These truths are true, we know, because they are now true for us rather than simply for someone else. To suppress doubt, then, to discourage thinking, to try to stop a person from questioning the unquestionable is simply to make them more and more susceptible to the cynical, more un­accepting of naive belief.

It is doubt that is the beginning of real faith.

The only real corrective for passive disbelief is passionate doubt. Our institutions are filled with people who never question whether or not the government and the Constitution are of a piece, whether our churches and the Gospel are compatible. So we produce unpatriotic patriots and corporate believers, people more committed to the system than they are to the following of Jesus. And we produce them at an alarming rate.

“Life is doubt, and faith without doubt is nothing but death,” Miguel de Unamuno wrote. But in this case it is not the body that is dead, it is the mind, it is the soul. Worse, there is a complacency in untested faith that makes us vulnerable to the vagaries of change and disciples of a thousand idols. If God is still an old man in the sky for us, then to find not a hint of him in space exploration can be a real challenge to faith. If we never put our own beliefs to the test of inner truth, we are susceptible to every seller of intellectual schemes who stops us along the way. We become consumers of multiple falsehoods in our very desire for truth.

But doubt reduces complacency and leaves us open to larger, better explanations than the mythical ones we give to children until they are old enough to absorb the fact that God really is “pure spirit,” however much we cannot imagine what that is, or how it can be, or what it means to the place of God in a material world.

The faith that demands explanations and “proofs” is not faith at all, of course. Faith is “things hoped for but not seen.” But fortunately there is a bit of Thomas—the one who would not believe that Jesus was among them still without being able to touch his wounds—in all of us. There is a bit of the doubter in each of us who will not believe without seeing for ourselves that what is said to be true does indeed have some kind of truth to it, no matter how illogical, no matter how obscure. Did this world make itself? Maybe—but hardly. Did I go through this illness alone? Perhaps—but in the midst of the depression of it, something outside myself sustained me, nevertheless. Has my hard life been without joy? Not completely—and sometimes, in the midst of the worst of it, I have known peace and strength greater than my own making. Have I never known the presence of God? No, in fact I have sometimes known it with consuming awareness.

It is at the point where we desire to see, because down deep our hearts believe what our minds cannot explain, that faith sets in. But the path to that kind of faith is only through the darkness of doubt.

There is simply a point in life when reason fails to satisfy our awareness of what is clearly unreasonable and clearly real at the same time—like love and self-sacrifice and trust and good. Data does not exist to explain these unexplainable things. Then only the doubt that opens our hearts to what we cannot comprehend, only the doubt that makes us rabidly pursue the truth, only the doubt that moves us beyond complacency, only the doubt that corrects mythologies not worthy of faith can lead us to the purer air of spiritual truth. Then we are ready to move beyond the senses into the mystical, where faith shows us those penetrating truths the eye cannot see.
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WEALTH

Singing alleluia for wealth does not sound, at first blush, as if it would be difficult. The fact is, however, that wealth may be one of the most demanding things in life for a person to handle well and really feel good about. My family, for instance, was certainly not wealthy, but I never knew it. We had everything we needed to enjoy life and even enough left over to give something to someone else. It was a nice balance.

Balance, however, may be exactly what the wealthy need to struggle for most of all. Or as the Chinese ­philosopher Hsi-Tang put it, “Although gold dust is precious, when it gets in your eyes it obstructs your vision.” It is what wealth threatens to obscure that is the most important to be able to see. The wealthy go through life, for instance, faced with questions of balance on every level: When, exactly, is enough “enough”? And then what do you do with what’s left over?

How does a person deal with the fear of loss that can come with wealth?

How can you separate your real friends from the ones who are just hanging around waiting for a handout? How can you tell who likes you as a person and who is simply there grasping for some of the reflected glory that comes with privilege?

How do you stop greed from eating you up and your whole world with it, as more and more of your life gets consumed watching the stock ticker or adding up the interest?

How do you save yourself from the excesses money provides and the emptiness that accompanies them? When what you buy doesn’t fill the empty spot inside you, where do you go to deal with the shock such awareness brings?

To tell you the truth, I don’t know the answer to any of those questions. After all, I never had to deal with them. But I have watched people in whom the virtue of money far exceeded the virtues that accompany poverty, voluntary or otherwise. For them, those questions are only incidental to the real issues that make the difference between being wealthy and being holy.

One of my first conscious excursions into the alleluia of money came in a conference in Asia where most of the participants were poor, the majority of them were women, and only a few of them were well-funded activist types or official observers. We were all there as some kind of professional analysts of women’s issues around the world, but especially of the needs of women in ­developing countries.

The recommendations covered the usual gamut of needs that kept women everywhere in some kind of bondage to a money-driven world. They called for more education for girls in rural areas. They considered ­instances in which law itself bound women into some kind of domestic slavery and pointed out the necessity for more legislation geared to providing legal equality for women everywhere. They concentrated on the absolute correlation between the number of children per family and the poverty that arose out of the lack of birth control training. They argued for better health care programs for women, especially in times of pregnancy. ­Finally, they called for the participation of women at all levels of the political process in order to encourage and maintain the changes needed in the lives of women throughout their entire lifespan. We would now each try, we agreed, to get governments around the world to take these issues seriously.

It was a good conference and we were all very sincere. But it was what happened outside the sessions that gave me pause.

One of the participants, a Kenyan woman pastor of a Presbyterian church in Africa, simply passed the sign-up paper on to the person next to her at the table when it came around. The purpose was to collect ­people’s e-mail addresses so the contacts and connections made at the conference could go on long after we left there. When they pushed the paper back to her, pointing at the line she’d left blank, Rose said quietly, “I don’t have e-mail where I am. It is too expensive for us. And when I can use it, it is too slow to be reliable.” She pushed the paper down the table again, and this time it made the rounds.

“I can’t leave without seeing Rose before we go,” a woman said to me later as we pulled our suitcases out to the cab. “I promised her that I’d give her something,” she said, running back up the hostel stairs.

“What did you give Rose?” I asked her later in the trip. “My credit card,” she said. “Your credit card?” I gasped. “Why in heaven’s name would you give her your credit card?” I asked unbelievingly. “So she can pay for her e-mail every month,” she said quietly.

The answer was a clear one. An alleluia for wealth has little or nothing to do with money at all. It has something to do with the way we deal with money, with what we do with it, with the manner in which we do it, with the reasons for which we do it. The conference would, in the long run, be very good for a lot of women. The credit card would make life better for at least one of them immediately. It demonstrated in a great glaring way the difference between talking about doing great things and doing what you can while you wait to do even more.

Clearly, the purpose of wealth is not security. The purpose of wealth is reckless generosity, the kind that sings of the lavish love of God, the kind that rekindles hope on dark days, the kind that reminds us that God is with us always. It creates in the holy heart a freedom of spirit that takes a person light-footed through the world, scattering possibility as it goes.

The only security holy wealth looks for is fruit of the good business practices it takes to keep on making enough money to give it away to those who need it more.

Most of all, perhaps, holy wealth brings in its wake the kind of simplicity that makes wealth a commodity to be shared rather than a product to be flaunted. The wealthiest family I know lives in a small cul-de-sac on the edge of the city in a ranch style house on a residential street. No great wrought iron gates here. No Olympic swimming pool in the backyard. No private plane at the airport. Nothing but a lifetime of philanthropy and good works, both private and public, both known and unknown, both great and small. It is the kind of wealth amassed to make the world a better place for all of us.

We sing alleluia to the wealth that invests in what can be—as well as what is. This kind of wealth seeds the hopes of tomorrow today. My favorite philanthropist is a woman whose heart is as broad as her soul, whose mind is as rich as her bank account, who has spent her entire life teaching her children to give away what hard work, privilege, and inheritance have given them. This is the kind of wealth that makes a social contribution that long outlives the life of the giver.

For this kind of wealth we all sing alleluia. There is no room here for resentment or smallness of soul. These are not people whose wealth we begrudge. These are people who show us that love is not dead, that God is not miserly, that unrequited love is possible.

They teach us what Seneca knew in the first century​—that “a great fortune is a great servitude.” It puts us in bondage to the needs of the rest of the world. Like the women in the Gospel of whom Luke speaks when he says that “[the women] provided for him out of their own resources,” it gives us the power to do good. It is not the amount of money a person has that determines her or his real power; it is what that person does with it that measures her or his lasting influence in a society. Where force can only require us to do something, wealth can enable us to do more than we are. What greater ­alleluia can there be in the world?
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