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Part One

The Roots of Comfort

But . . . to plant an orchard, to enlarge a dwelling, to be always making life more comfortable and convenient, to avoid trouble, and to satisfy the smallest want without effort and almost without cost. These are small objects, but the soul clings to them.

—ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE




Chapter One

The Human Story of Comfort

For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven.

—ECCLESIASTES 3:1, NRSV




In the Beginning

In the beginning, there was comfort.

You and I and everyone we know started life suspended in the warmth of a mother’s womb. For most of us, it was a homeostatic Jacuzzi paradise, everything safe and peaceful. Nourishment and oxygen arrived dependably via umbilical cord. We hovered in the cozy amniotic waters, balanced, temperature-controlled, cushioned by a mother’s flesh against the bumps and scrapes of the outside world. No bright lights, all loud ambient noise filtered down. Nothing hurt; nothing made us afraid. Primordial comfort.

It could not last, and the hour arrived when the complicated world made its claim on us. Birth came as an interruption. We  emerged to a difficult world through that messy, painful, joyful, conehead-producing event.

That, to a large extent, is the human story of comfort: stretches of tranquillity interrupted by periods of struggle. Rest and run, play and work, weekend and workday, celebration and crisis—our lives are built on such cycles. We ride back and forth from comfort to discomfort, even from those very first moments. We learn that life is both beloved ease and uncomfortable challenge, often in succession, sometimes shifting without warning. Always both.

 

 

We wish it were not so.

I was raised in the suburbs of Southern California. To Americans, suburbs function as the archetypal symbol of comfort, a middle-class nirvana for shelter and security. This was the way I experienced them in the 1970s. In 1971, when I was but a toddler, my parents packed up their worldly goods from a two-bedroom apartment and bought a house in a relatively recent development on the improbably named Flintstone Lane. A short, wide street in the middle of a large suburban housing tract, Flintstone Lane had a womblike quality to it. Major traffic was confined to other, major thoroughfares outside the housing tract. The suburb itself got chronically rated as one of the safest cities of its size in the country. While I lived there, pleasant single-family homes all seemed to produce children near my age. Especially in those years before my siblings and I began school, everything felt idyllic and cozy. We would slip through the gap in the grape-stake fence to play with the kids next door; the neighborhood boys would set up ever-higher bicycle ramps on the street in front of our houses; the girls invented secret clubs; we built forts of blankets and pillows; my younger brother and I engaged in gargantuan construction projects of LEGOs. Each night ended with my folks switching on Walter Cronkite, who summarized the day’s events, telling us, “And that’s the way it is,” reassuring us with his grandfatherly face and voice.

In my earliest years I looked upon such coziness and security as normal. But even then I saw signs that safety and comfort had limits. My father told us stories of how he had grown up poor in the Midwest, and how his father drank too much. Our county suddenly fielded thousands of refugees from a war in Southeast Asia that ended before I could fathom what had happened. The baffling, complicated world slowly penetrated our sheltered existence despite the social and economic fortifications the suburbs provided. At six I went to Catholic school and found myself lined up at recess with the other boys to play kickball, presided over by bullying monitors from the older grades. I was engulfed in the strict hierarchy of boys, a world of athletic and fighting braggadocio I did not understand. Blacktop mockery, recess wrestling matches, and forced participation in sports became part of my world, and—sheltered child that I was—I marveled at how uncomfortable that world could get.

Experience marks and teaches us. In the end, I learned as much from these struggles as from the cozy foundation. As I look back now, that combination of comfort and discomfort, side by side from the beginning, seems eminently normal, a perfectly adequate lesson in how the universe does business. It’s what everyone needs to know. But back then I did not want to believe that at all.

 

 

Even as adults, during comfortable times, we forget how normal it is to have both comfort and discomfort in our lives. Optimism  takes hold of us. We imagine that carefree days could last. We could somehow protect ourselves from the disasters and problems that afflict other people (with secret suspicions that they have brought it on themselves). The real shock of recognition comes when the normality of discomfort intrudes upon that cozy little world, when we suddenly uncover a quotidian world of distress or unease hiding in our midst. Once I attended a memorial service in New York City for the husband of an elderly woman who lived in my neighborhood. They had been married many decades, and I reflected on how comfortable two people must grow with each other over the years and what an example such a commitment is to younger people like me. As the evening wore on, I approached the woman and very softly and solemnly offered my condolences. She took one look at me, frowned, and said, “Son of a bitch, I never loved him. I’m glad he’s dead.”

It’s so easy for discomfort to come across like someone else’s problem rather than part of the real human story of comfort. This is why we need to know the truth about comfort and discomfort, about both the human need for comfort and the human value of the challenges and ordeals that occur in its absence.




Catholic Comfort

I am by profession a priest, privileged to have spent years listening to and learning from the ordinary struggles of many good people. I trained for that work spending several years studying my own spiritual tradition, gaining a good background in other faith traditions, developing a general sense of the human processes of psychological and spiritual growth. Later I attempted  to prove my mettle as an interdisciplinary scholar, pursuing a Ph.D. in theology and culture.

Being a religious person has helped me understand life’s journey of comfort and discomfort, a traveling back and forth from a smooth and easy street to the potholed boulevard of challenge. No doubt being Jewish or Protestant or Muslim could have proven just as effective in this (an Iranian-American friend informs me, for instance, that Muslim guilt can be formidable), but Catholicism did it for me. I am, in the memorable phrase of one acquaintance, a “Catholic geek.” In Catholic elementary school I was an altar boy, a teacher’s pet, and a member of the children’s choir at church. I even played Noah in the seventh-grade choir pageant. Then there was Catholic high school, in my case a big upwardly mobile coed college-prep affair. I sang in the choir there, too, attended mass at lunch, sweated my way through regular confessions, felt guilty about many ridiculously human things, and thought about being a priest. All this made for what I would call a fairly high “CQ,” Catholic quotient, especially for someone of my post–Vatican II, post-Latin-mass generation. Last I checked, my generation’s chance of showing up at weekly mass was less than half that of my grandparents’ generation. Yet I have to say, my happiest memories of high school were sharing retreats and masses with my fellow choir mates—that peculiarly intense sense of teenage community best captured for me when everyone was hugging their way through the sign of peace.

Still, after high school I was pretty sure my life had been a little too comfortably Catholic, and I left home and went off to a University of California campus where I didn’t know a soul, this one known far and wide as a “party school.” Arriving there in the mid-1980s, I might as well have been arriving in Beijing;  my roommate hauled into our room a bong, a strange device whose precise use in smoking marijuana had to be explained to me. I loosened up a bit, widening my social circle, getting acquainted with cheap beer and late-night pizza runs (along with new observations about the mechanics of drug paraphernalia). Church and priesthood fell way down among my priorities. Yet after a year or two of this college partying scene, I grew confused and bored. Was this all there was?

Once again I found myself drawn to the old Catholic locales, in this case the university parish. Sandwiched between fraternity houses a few blocks off campus, the church was a boxy brown functional building from the 1960s. But the droll exterior concealed a breathtaking dynamism within. Over the next few years I encountered people who would become lifelong friends. It became like a second home to us, as we ordered pizza from the lobby, studied (sort of), laughed, and occasionally fell in love. Administering the parish were the Paulist Fathers, who were unlike any priests I had met before. Seldom found in clerical uniform, these down-to-earth Paulists confounded our expectations again and again—eschewing religious language for the common idiom, asking us to add our feedback at the end of sermons, quoting Monty Python, descending from the church ceiling at fund-raisers dressed as Batman to present a pair of bat-symbol-encrested boxer shorts to the bishop (really). I was enchanted. If these spiritually focused, wise, sailor-mouthed fellows with their creative antics could be priests, maybe I could do the priest thing after all.

Still I resisted. Celibacy was a problem. I liked dating. Raised on romantic comedies like most other Americans, I expected the story of my youth to happily conclude in love. Nevertheless, the question of vocation and career, of what in the world I would do  with my life, persistently nagged at me. Lifelong idealism kept at me like a toddler pulling at my sleeve. Ultimately the inner Catholic geek won out. When it came down to it, I could not seriously imagine myself doing anything else besides being a priest. I spent a couple of restless years working for a Christian college and then for the Muscular Dystrophy Association, but neither moved my heart. In the end I moved to the East Coast to enter the Paulist novitiate in New Jersey, followed by seminary studies in Washington, D.C. Six years later I was ordained a Paulist priest.

What does all this have to do with comfort? All those years of “Catholic immersion” taught me that Catholic spirituality carries an innate ambiguity about the world of comfort. On the one hand, if comfort means enjoying and appreciating the pleasures of this world, of sight and taste and hearing and touch, then it’s difficult to conceive of a more sensual approach to religion than Catholicism. Catholics are always eating, drinking, celebrating feast and saints’ days, blessing ourselves, fingering rosaries, looking at our art and statues and images. There has even developed a modern, touchy-feely version of this, where liberal-minded Catholics burn the home incense, sing along with the guitars, and hug their friends on retreat and during mass. Irish wakes, New Orleans Mardi Gras, Brazilian Carnaval, and Mexican piñata-whacking are all at their root Catholic religious customs. A former Internet executive from Rio de Janeiro described the very Catholic nation of Brazil this way: “They have this idea that, well, God wanted it to be this way, so I’ll make the best out of it. Dance, drink, and watch soccer.” For Catholics it seems perfectly normal to think of a big celebratory meal as something given by God, “which we are about to receive from thy bounty,” according to the traditional Catholic grace before meals in  English. Throughout my childhood I heard stories from my grandmother about having to sneak out of her teetotaling Methodist sister’s house to go get an emergency dry sherry. When Grandmother later became a Catholic, she seemed genuinely relieved to take on a religion where having an occasional drink and taking trips to Las Vegas were not morally frowned upon. For better and for worse, Catholicism has a reputation as a partying sort of faith.

Oddly, though, coupled with this Catholic friendliness toward sensual comforts comes an equal and opposite suspicion and discomfort with them, especially if they involve (egad!) sex and the body. Our philosophical hangover from the ancient Greeks is that the soul is the real me and the body is a suspicious prison of awkward passions. I am spiritually charged with jailbreak. The ultimate destination, after all, is supposed to be the next world. Thus, Catholics famously spend our confessional time rapping about sexual faults, in thought or in deed, alone or with others, real or imagined.




Meditations on Life Being a Bitch

I have a friend who is a priest in his early fifties. He’s a tall man with curly salt-and-pepper hair and has been a priest going on two decades. Well traveled and visionary, he’s an extraordinary storyteller, appreciative of good food, bad movies, and has a booming laugh. Raised in a small town by devout parents, he’s a former park ranger and law enforcement officer. Now he’s gone on to pastor complex churches where tensions can flare. In other words, he’s a guy perpetually in need of a vacation.

Vacation he does, but periodically my friend also gets away  for a few days of spiritual retreat. He loves the time away to read and be silent, to breathe deeply, muse about his life and its latest direction. As the urban distractions disappear, gentle quiet takes possession of him. He begins to appreciate simple things around him. By the second or third day he is grounded, back to center, enjoying an unusual sense of clarity. It is then, as anyone familiar with retreats knows, that the inner demons begin to crowd around a person—fears, obsessions, old conflicts, spiritual and moral dilemmas. Without the customary diversions, all the unpleasant dramas of the mind and heart reemerge. Nasty little challenges creep in to destroy that lovely sense of comfort. Fortunately, my friend is experienced enough in such matters to know that this is not necessarily bad news. Working through these fears, conflicts, and challenges in good time is the whole point. The odd combination of peace and angst that such retreats bring does a person good in the long run. The net effect is growth. Off he goes again and again on retreat.

While on one of his assignments, he would sometimes get away for his retreats to a lovely New England retreat house efficiently yet unobtrusively run by a small group of nuns. One summer when he arrived, one particular sister, tall and earnest, welcomed him and was most determinedly hospitable. She gave him the most comprehensive tour of the place he had ever received. She showered upon him little bits of local history and described in great detail the spiritual resources available. My friend was growing weary—and hungry for his silence—when she finally ushered him to his quarters and proclaimed, “If there is anything at all we can do to make your stay more comfortable, please let us know.”

Mouth before mind, my friend retorted, “Thank you, Sister, but I didn’t come here to be comfortable.”

Why such a blunt rejoinder? Certainly there is nothing wrong with being comfortable, even on retreat. Is this another manifestation of that famous Catholic ambivalence about comfort? I am not so sure. My priest friend told me this story some time ago, and I find that, as the years go by, his words to the good sister come back to me more and more often. I am no ascetic—to me, a really good banana split or dining by the ocean with friends is a spiritual experience comparable or more likely superior to multiple rosaries or fasting. Still, I know from experience, as probably most everyone reading this does, that my friend was on to something. There are life lessons comfort simply cannot teach us. In fact, it gets in the way.




Leaving the Comfort Zone

I made two different journeys to the heartland of Mexico in my teens and twenties. I was seventeen the first time, finally away without parental supervision. I went with a friend a few years older, and it seemed like the perfect escape—he spoke Spanish and, as it turned out, had a bit of money to burn. The peso was sinking; a few dollars went a long way. We sought the good life, smoked and drank, staying in a gargantuan purple-and-yellow hotel equipped with American cable television, purified water, bilingual signs, and a paper-accepting septic system. The place was a virtual importation of the north. We could have had no more comfortable existence while still in an unfamiliar place.

Not all remained perfect. Montezuma arrived with his revenge, but I recovered quickly enough. After that we frequented American restaurants to compensate, becoming regulars at a Denny’s near Chapultepec Park, and we strove to prove my  friend’s theory that sufficient cocktails could defend us against all hostile microbes. Even the spectacular pyramids of Teotihuacán could not disturb our ease with their evocation of a world two millennia past. The familiar arrived there in the form of a man at the peak of the Pyramid of the Moon selling Coca-Cola. Still, by the end of this tour, on our eighth day in Mexico City, my appetite for the surreal and unfamiliar was fading. We secured an early flight home. Stateside, I ran to Carl’s Jr. for a fast-food hamburger.

In 1995 I came back, this time to Guadalajara to spend the summer improving my own Spanish. Guadalajara is a small colonial capital that in the twentieth century morphed into a metropolis. That summer I ran into gastrointestinal distress as well, but American comforts were less plentiful. I lived with a family that did not speak English, and there was no Denny’s to be seen. I nevertheless resolved to take on the daily grind of appropriating a foreign language and its world.

My guru each weekday was a teacher and nun originally from Mexico City. A political scientist by training, she had spent decades living and working in the United States until her father’s illness called her back. Once he passed away, she converted the house she inherited into a new school of Spanish language and Mexican culture for North Americans. The project had succeeded, probably largely due to my teacher’s near-magical ability to see the two cultures at once. Thus she confided to me the nuances of Mexican culture along with those of Spanish grammar. I was treated to lessons and stories of etiquette and politics, of determined hospitality and family loyalty. She spoke honestly of economic desperation and what perpetuated it in a resource-rich country—election irregularities, backdoor deals, the irredeemable dishonesty of the police. Some days we’d skip out of  class entirely, climb into her trusty Volkswagen, and drive to places like Tlaquepaque, an arts-and-crafts capital. Or we would visit an under-constructed school in a poor neighborhood and the home of a family she knew. There I met a young mother who hosted American college students. At one time, only one room of her hodgepodge house had a roof, but on account of the powerful and generous traditions of Mexican hospitality, she was bound to offer it to her guests. Throughout all of this, I learned the national sense of humor—ironic sarcasm in the face of absurdity and insecurity.

I learned one other thing as well. Some of the people I met in Guadalajara had virtually nothing. There were mothers and their children living in plywood shacks, day laborers waiting in vain for work, dirty children vending chewing gum on the streets. Even many middle-class professionals I encountered seemed no more than a paycheck or two ahead of poverty. That whole summer the economy was sick, and prospects remained bleak. Yet I never knew my neighbors’ passion for life to falter. They went on eating and drinking, chatting and telling stories. In the United States, economic security means everything, and a future without it sounds utterly hopeless. These folks went on eagerly from day to day, despite the insecurity of tomorrow. Their tenacity and zest for life taught me a powerful and practical lesson in hope.

Looking back to my first trip at seventeen, I think of it now as a failed adventure. I wanted an adventure—something new, excitement, the unknown—but I constantly retreated from it to be reassured by the familiar. Back and forth, back and forth. It was the inexperience and hesitancy of a sheltered adolescent, but the pattern is human and familiar enough to all of us. We advance and retreat our way through life, wanting to move forward but more often doubling back to our bases of comfort. In each  instance it seems logical. After immersion in an unfamiliar environment, I want comfort, the familiar. So I go back or at least stall. In each individual instance the cost seems negligible. Yet things add up. Individual acts become habits. All the retreating and stalling impede the forward movement of life. I learn very slowly. A friend once asked me what I would change if I could go back and be seventeen years old again. I answered without hesitation: “I was too cautious, too addicted to comfort. I would take more chances.”

When I want to remind myself of the costs of constant stalls and retreats to comfort, I recall how, in the Bible, the Israelites escape from slavery in Egypt. Out in the desert, they find themselves hungry and yearning for the security and comfort of their life in slavery. They repeatedly stop and complain to Moses and then drag themselves back onto the road to the land of milk and honey. Thanks to this and other diversions, their trip took forty years. Or I think of Odysseus of Greek mythology. Eager to return home to Ithaca, he nevertheless spends ten years at sea stayed by complaints from his men, the lure of sirens and the nymph Calypso, a charmed interlude on Circe’s island, and other ill-begotten adventures. Closer to our own reality, I think of many stories of psychotherapy I have heard. People admit that despite the epiphanies that spur them forward, fear and discomfort return to restrain progress. It’s just easier to stay where you are than to move forward.

On that first journey to Mexico I learned very little about Mexico, or about cultural diversity, or even about me. I had a good time, but clinging to what was familiar was too time-consuming to allow for much growth or learning. The second trip was different, challenging. Forced by circumstances out of my “comfort zone,” I paid extra attention to the world around  me, and the experience stretched me. At the end I was glad to return home, but in the meantime I understood I had received a gift—the view from the other side. A close-up view of somebody else’s reality. And I was stronger. The experience, as they say in Spanish, vale la pena—literally, was worth the hardship.




The Arc of Comfort

Different spiritual traditions teach what my trips to Mexico taught me—and what my friend was trying to say to the sister at the retreat house. Very often life’s challenges rather than its easy comforts drive our spiritual growth. The famous journeys of spiritual growth in world history occurred not when someone got comfortable but on account of what made that person uncomfortable. The Bhagavad Gita of the Hindus gives us the tale of Arjuna the archer, who, distraught by the awful tragedy of fratricidal war, prostrates himself before Krishna and begins his journey to wisdom. The biblical patriarch Abraham became ancestor to great nations and three religions, but none of it would have taken place had he not left his familiar life in Ur and made the hard journey to Canaan. The Renaissance saint Catherine of Siena renounced the comfortable married life her family had prepared for her, enduring strict ascetical discipline, the plague, and her family’s retaliations so that she might go on to become a legendary mystic, visionary, and spiritual adviser to royalty and popes. A more contemporary tale is that of Malcolm Shabazz, also known as Malcolm X, who discovered spiritual life after his reckless youth sent him to prison. Later, infighting within the Nation of Islam drove him to a more expansive and inclusive Muslim faith. Those familiar with Buddhist lore will remember  that it was Gautama’s inadvertent and disconcerting exposure to the sick, the old, a monk, and the dead that set him on a spiritual quest that would change the history of Asia.

In the lives of these spiritual giants, crises and upsets led them to see things differently. Difficult experiences smashed their comfortable old expectations about life. They were forced to unlearn the conventions of their early life and let their spiritual imaginations wander. Horizons widened; new worlds opened up. They found that others wanted to listen to what they had learned. For some, repeated struggles yielded wisdom they never imagined uncovering. This is why, in the classics of spirituality from around the world, indeed in all great stories, the protagonists don’t live comfortable lives. They contend with suffering, with hypocrisy, with baffling eventualities and constant opposition, all in the course of a life adventure that awakens them within and without. In this way they come to great wisdom.

This is all the first half of what you might call the arc of comfort. Everyone starts this journey from the same base—a very human desire to enjoy and preserve a comfortable life, to preserve and hold tight to ease, and to the security and stability that we remember as being so important to us as children. But life enters in with its problems and challenges, even suffering. What do we do? How do we respond? Often that is exactly what defines us as people. Avoiding difficulties and holding tenaciously on to the comforts at hand provide no lasting answer to the problem. Facing discomfort and loss, engaging the adventure of life and learning from it, these provide more substantial answers. There is satisfaction in wisdom, in having loved people and accomplished things, in having not wasted all our time with caution and escape. This is the spiritual path of the ancients.

But the arc of comfort has another side to it. Not everything  was a struggle and a drag for the personalities of religion and myth. They also had a good time, often in circumstances considered somewhat scandalous by their contemporaries. Take Jesus for example. Perhaps no one has been invoked more consistently to break up a good party or prevent folks from savoring life’s pleasures. And true, he did have a remarkably short and difficult life. But the stories of him in the Christian Bible are only occasionally dark and brooding. More often he is enjoying food and wine, breaking bread with his friends and with both sinners and saints. He draws people into conversation, waxes ironic and sarcastic, and leaps mysteriously into a good, controversial story. If the religious records are to be believed, his critics thought him a drunk and a gluttonous pig.

Others also knew a lot about the other side of the arc of comfort. Sufi Jelaluddin Rumi writes in his Persian rubai poems about the travails but also the deep pleasures of love. Ascetical Saint Catherine is nevertheless known for her cheerfulness and having erupted into laughter at her moment of greatest enlightenment. The biblical King David struggled endlessly for his people and at times for his life, but he celebrated with relish and even danced wildly before the sacred Ark of the Covenant, the symbol of God’s presence in the world. The sixteenth-century Italian priest Saint Philip Neri founded an unconventional new religious order that received not infrequent harassment from fellow clergy and at one point nonstop objections from the pope’s right-hand man. Yet Philip was famously enthusiastic and humorous despite (or perhaps because of) it all, walking around Rome in outlandish clothing with half his beard shaven, playing practical jokes as a form of spiritual direction. Even the reputedly depressed Abraham Lincoln, slogging his way through the Civil War, through political opposition, struggling with his own psychological  demons and those of his family, always came back to that famous witty storytelling that had his constituents rolling in the aisles. His deep laughter came from the heart. Some say he could hardly keep from breaking out into a wide grin even as he attempted to sit absolutely still for a photograph.
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