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2 Things Seen and Unseen

In the season leading up to Christmas, it would be nice to be 

in a monastery where we could sing the great O Antiphons 

at Vespers during the octave leading up to the feast. The sev-

en titles of Wisdom, Lord, Root of Jesse, Key of David, Rising Sun, 
King of the Nations, and Emmanuel are redolent of Advent’s res-

ident prophet, Isaiah. They also provide a thickness to the 

theological meaning of Christmas itself. I particularly like 

the metaphor of the “Rising Sun” because it gives theologi-

cal meaning to the fact that Christmas is celebrated after the 

longest day of the year—Christ the true sun (as an indirect 

“baptizing” of the pagan feast of the newborn sun?) who radi-

ates his presence over the world.

It is very hard, given the helter-skelter nature of the 

“holiday,” to focus on the great mystery of Christmas, but 

a deep recollection of the O Antiphons certainly could help. 

Perhaps some imaginative parish or perhaps the local cathe-

dral could begin the custom of having festal vespers with 

the O Antiphons as a far more satisfactory way to bring back 

Christmas as a Christian feast—that might be a more imagina-

tive structure than the banal “put Christ back into Christmas” 

campaigns that generally do nothing.

A later Christmas thought: The Advent and Christmas 

seasons would be a good time to read those wonderful odes 

written by Ephrem the Syrian so readily available in the vol-

ume on Ephrem in the Classics of Western Spirituality; they are 

especially good for all of their scriptural allusions. Most of 
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the Syriac fathers were relatively untouched by philosophical 

language, which means, in essence, that their prayers, hymns, 

meditations, and so on are lushly biblical.

Of course, one of the “must dos” of Advent is to read 

Isaiah, which I do faithfully each Advent from the Liturgy of 

the Hours—I even do it when other readings are demanded for 

the Immaculate Conception feast. I hope it is not ungenerous 

to think (as I do) that the feast of the Immaculate Conception 

is an intrusion into Advent.

An Epiphany Refl ection
Christian art has had a long love affair with the Magi who 

bring gifts to the child Jesus. There is a tradition of depict-

ing three visitors to Bethlehem that is as old as the catacomb 

frescos of the late third century. We presume three visitors be-

cause there were three gifts. Even though some later accounts 

multiplied the number of Magi, artists have stayed with three; 

after all, Matthew’s gospel tells us of three gifts, even if it does 

not indicate how many Magi there in fact were.

In the Ravenna church of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo in the 

mosaics of the fi fth century, the Magi march forward toward 

a regal Madonna with the child Jesus on her lap; they are all 

decked out in oriental dress and Phrygian caps. Their tradi-

tional burial place is said to be the crypt of the cathedral in 
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Cologne. Of course, in the Renaissance it was not unusual for 

a patron to pay for a scene of the Magi, since that afforded the 

patron to place his own portrait as one of them, as famous-

ly occurred in the de’ Medici–fi nanced “Visit of the Magi,” by 

Sandro Botticelli.

The Magi are mysterious personages who “come from 

the East,” but the Gospels tell us not too much about them. 

Decades ago Erich Auerbach famously argued in his book 

Mimesis that the Bible is all “foreground,” thus leaving to the 

reader’s imagination space to fi ll in the blanks as readers fa-

mously do when depicting, for example, what Jesus looked 

like. Hence, it is common to “make up” portraits of the Magi 

and “make up” their style of clothing.

I had the Magi in mind recently after reading something 

interesting in Saint Thomas Aquinas’s commentary on the 

Gospel of Matthew during the Christmas break. While it has 

been traditional for commentators to link the gifts of gold, 

frankincense, and myrrh to the prophetic fulfi llment of the 

life of Jesus as monarch, priest, and resurrected One, Thomas 

provides what, for him, is a staggeringly homely explanation 

of the gifts. He writes that the Magi brought gold because the 

Holy Family was poor; frankincense to take away the stench 

of the stable; and myrrh so that Mary could strengthen the 

limbs of the infant by anointing them. That would be an ex-

planation one would expect from Saint Francis of Assisi, but 

from the cerebral Thomas? I think that such homely exegesis 
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points out a deep truth that Aquinas instinctively understood: 

the Word really did become fl esh; Jesus was a real human be-

ing; and the place where he was born probably did reek.

Aquinas’s deep piety towards the humanity of Jesus (a 

hallmark of his century) is profoundly revealed in that small 

exegetical point. In the writings of Thomas it is wonderful 

to see revealed those little epiphanies of piety like his (did 

he smile when he did this?) division of his questions on the 

humanity of Jesus in the tertia pars of the Summa into thirty-

three to honor the traditional number of years Jesus lived on 

earth. Obviously the great friar was not immune to the infl u-

ence of popular piety.

Keeping with Auerbach’s thesis (in his classic work Mimesis) 
of the penchant of the Bible to focus on foreground with lit-

tle in the way of background is a useful notion to keep in 

mind. Recently I heard a homily at morning Mass here on 

campus. The gospel reading for the day was the story of the 

Prodigal Son. The celebrant argued that the parable of Jesus 

was particularly beautiful because it had such a happy end-

ing: the prodigal was happy to be home; the elder son was 

reassured that he will receive his just inheritance; and the fa-

ther was happy because his home was back in full harmony. 

I have heard that story since childhood and, truth be told, 

half-nodded through the homily (it was also very early in the 
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morning), but listening to the reading and its exposition, it 

struck me that we cannot be satisfi ed with the conclusion of 

the homily since there were other characters in the story who 

might not have been happy, namely, the servants (literally ac-

cording to the Greek: the slaves) who had to prepare the feast 

and, with the arrival of the returning son, had one more per-

son after whom they had to clean and feed.

When Jesus fi rst told that story, probably nobody advert-

ed to the servants; they were just part of the furniture of life. 

What would have dumbfounded them was not that the son 

wasted his fortune (young men have done that throughout 

history); they would have marveled at a father who was the 

true prodigal! What father would have given a large chunk 

of the patrimony to an impertinently demanding youth? Of 

course, Jesus wanted the hearers to stop short when he told 

his story because he wanted to talk about the prodigal love 

of God who wantonly bestowed gifts on unworthy humanity. 

We have so domesticated the story that we miss that point 

and, in addition, overlook the slaves as well.

Saint Augustine read the story of the Prodigal Son at a 

profound level. Careful readers of the Confessions should note 

that the parable is a repeated theme in Augustine’s book be-

cause he sees himself as the one who had gone out to a far 

country only to return to God after a life of wallowing in the 

pigsties of Carthage, Rome, and Milan. The “far country” be-

comes a metaphor for everyone who is far from God.



From the Notebooks 7

Pope Benedict XVI thinks that the parable is better titled 

“The Two Brothers,” while recently I heard a wonderful homi-

ly arguing that it is the parable “of the Father.” These readings 

only go to point out that classics like that parable possess a 

“surplus of meaning.”

A wonderful quatrain from Czeslaw Milosz:

Come, Holy Spirit,
Bending or not bending the grasses . . .
I am only a man; I need visible signs.
I tire easily building the stairway of 
abstraction.

The early pagan writers who commented on Christianity 

did not call the Jesus movement a religion but a superstitio—

a superstition. This was the usual term found in Tacitus, 

Pliny, and Suetonius. Cicero had earlier bragged that while 

the Romans were known for their piety among the nations, 

they had a loathing for superstitions, which they would have 

understood as a form of religion run wild and, more danger-

ously, an erosion of that spirit of pietas to which the Roman 

state made to the gods.
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Reading recently Newman’s An Essay on the Development of 
Christian Doctrine, I discovered that he has many fi ne pages on 

this Roman discrimination between religion and superstition 

with copious citations from the Latin authors. It was only at 

the end of that rather long excursus that I discovered that 

Newman was just not recording history but making a po-

lemical point. All the charges the Romans made against the 

superstitions of the Christians were the same accusations that 

the Protestants (and his fellow Anglicans or, as he would call 

them later in his Catholic days, “The National Church”) made 

against Roman Catholicism in the nineteenth century: exces-

sive devotional practices, the superstitions—there is no other 

adequate word for it—connected to popular religious rites, the 

enslavement of the mind, the excessive focus on expiation of 

sin, the craven following of a priestly caste, and so on. These 

are charges that the less genteel kinds of anti-Catholics make 

to this day. Newman wrote those pages, of course, early in 

1845—the year he would be received into the Catholic Church; 

but he had waxed eloquently on the difference between reli-

gion and superstition in one of his university sermons years 

earlier.

Newman was not only a great apologist; he was a subtle 

and wicked polemicist.
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An article that I read years ago by the late philosopher 

Susanne Langer on the aesthetics of music made the point 

(somewhat paradoxical until one thinks about it for a moment 

and then it becomes banal) that all music is heard against the 

background of silence. Music enters into silence (think of the 

opening chord of a Mozart symphony) and ends in silence 

(how irritated I get when the audience starts clapping before 

we hear those last notes ease off into silence), but the full per-

formance is played against silence. It struck me then, and I 

have often meditated on it subsequently, that there is a good 

analogy here relative to God and creation: the world emerges 

from the silence of God and, fi nally, will return to God (the old 

theme of exitus/redditus) and thus we experience God as Silence 

against creation. In a paradoxical sense, then, we “hear” God 

in the interim as hearing silence in music. Why this strikes 

me as a good notion—though an imperfect one—is that it in-

sists that God is both imminent in the world (the Grund as the 

medieval mystics like Eckhart would have it) but also tran-

scendent in the sense that you have to hear music and silence 

simultaneously, just as you have to see creation and God at 

the same time, with God being as elusive as the silence in mu-

sic. Without silence in the background indirectly experienced 

by musical pauses, music becomes cacophony; without God, 

creation becomes meaningless. Toying around with this idea 

has given me a deeper insight into lines like the verse in the 
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Psalms saying, “Be still and know that I am God.” It has also 

helped me thicken my approach to writers like Saint John of 

the Cross who says, in his “Sayings of Light and Love,” that 

God has uttered only one Word and one must hear that Word 

in silence.

Apropos of the need to refl ect on silence is the late Iris 

Murdoch’s observation that the curse of deafness is that one 

cannot hear the silence. That observation, like Langer’s, is only 

paradoxical on fi rst reading; when considered for a moment it 

becomes an empirical observation.

And this from Karl Jaspers: “The silence of fulfi lled speech.” 

That line could apply to the Logos. Some of the best writing 

on silence is to be found in Karl Rahner’s early work Encounters 
with Silence.

Reading Octavio Paz on Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz I ran across 

a quatrain she wrote, pleading for the life of a condemned 

prisoner; it is apropos of our penchant for executing people so 

blithely in this country:

Any man can take a life
But only God can breathe in
Thus only through the gift of life
May you hope to resemble God.
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Sor Juana was a comfortable nun equipped with a nice 

apartment, including a seemingly capacious study where she 

did her writing, a goodly collection of books, and a serving 

girl to take care of the mundane duties of daily living.

Cassian, in the Institutes, says that the goal (skopos) of the mo-

nastic life is “purity of heart”—I like his take on it much better 

than Evagrius’s notion of apatheia, which comes too close to 

the English sound of “apathy.” Of course, Cassian uses the 

term because the Beatitudes say that the one who is pure of 

heart shall see God. The opposite of purity of heart is what 

the Epistle of James calls being “double-souled” (dipschoi) in 1:8 

and 4:8. The New American Bible (NAB) translates the phrase 

as “two minds”—a fl accid stab at the meaning. The Jerusalem 

Bible (French) reads the divided (partagée) soul—much nicer, as 

usual. Those divisions war within themselves, as Paul beauti-

fully put it in Romans 7. I use the NAB in class out of loyalty 

to its American Catholic origin, but it is a fl at, tone-deaf, read. 

It is so soulless a rendering of the Psalms that I have taken, 

given my modest linguistic skills, to reading the Psalms in 

Latin or in the French of the Bible de Jerusalem when piously 

inspired to do so; such inspiration comes, alas, all too infre-

quently. The late Richard John Neuhaus often lamented in 

print about the fl atness of the NAB and, while I did not much 
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agree with Neuhaus on many points, on that criticism I was 

with him.

When the psalmist cries out for God to create in him a new 

heart, it is worth noting that the Hebrew word bara (create) is 

used only of God in the nearly twenty times it occurs as a verb 

in the Bible. Behind that prayer, then, is a request for what we 

would call “grace.” Ezekiel has God promising that he is going 

to provide a spiritual transplant by excising a stony heart and 

providing a caring one.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church, in its fourth section on 

prayer (the best part of the catechism in my judgment), notes 

that the word “heart” occurs over a thousand times in the 

Bible. While preparing some retreat notes for a Benedictine 

community in New Jersey, I went through the Psalter and 

marked every place where the word “heart” occurs—it is a stag-

gering number and widely used in context.

We have a spillover in our own usage: “cold-hearted” or 

“hard-hearted” or “heartless” and so on. Saint Francis de Sales 

would ask people: “How is your heart?”

Some years ago, when the Trappists at Gethsemani were cel-

ebrating their 150th anniversary, there was a display in the 
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cloister of documents, old photographs, and artifacts, includ-

ing a stained glass window depicting the Blessed Mother 

squeezing her breast from which a long stream of milk shot in 

an arc into the waiting mouth of Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, 

who was depicted in the next panel. It was a piously hilarious 

scene now kept safely out of common view somewhere in the 

recesses of the monastery. It was a somewhat overwrought 

adaptation of the Virgo Lactans, which often enough appears in 

late medieval art. At the shrine in St. Augustine, Florida, one 

can venerate the Virgen de la Leche y Buen Parto—a statue show-

ing Mary nursing the Christ child—known in English as the 

Virgin of Milk and Safe Delivery. There is a fi gure of Mary in 

the Church of San Agostino in Rome where, it is said, Roman 

women go to pray when they want to conceive a child. Further: 

I was once shown a vial in a collection of relics containing 

some of the Virgin’s milk (was it at the Church of Santa Maria 

in Via Lata in Rome?). Those kinds of sentiments have deep 

and, possibly, pre-Christian roots in Catholic piety (I rather 

enjoy running across them) but the stained glass windows at 

Gethsemani were just a bit over the top.

A reporter for some newspaper interviewed me by phone 

about the role of angels in Christianity. She was writing a sto-

ry about the popular interest in angels (an interest now fading 

as most fads do). This was the time when people were running 



14 Things Seen and Unseen

seminars on how to get in touch with your angel; when shops 

were full of angel junk; when really atrocious books on an-

gels made the best-seller lists—in other words, it was a raging 

fad now thankfully passed. After asserting that Christianity 

was not centrally about angels (as the Epistle to the Hebrews 

makes abundantly clear) I went on to give her the standard 

material about the role of angels in Catholic life and doctrine. 

As we were winding down our conversation, she asked me if 

I personally believed in angels. I typically hate these requests 

for personal professions of faith but the opportunity was 

too delicious to pass up. My answer, basically, was that after 

death I am going to be mightily disappointed if there were 

no angels. I had begun praying to my guardian angel (“Angel 

of God, my guardian dear . . . , etc.”) at—when? The age of fi ve? 

That euphonious prayer had been in my head ever since.

Later addendum: A German theology professor from 

Potsdam was a recent visitor here at Notre Dame. He is writ-

ing a book on angels, inspired, he told me, because a recent 

poll in Germany indicates that more Germans believe in an-

gels than in God. Could that be?

Early devotional practices, once learned, never quite leave us. 

A nun once told me in an elementary school catechism class 

to say “Jesus mercy” every time I heard a siren, since the am-

bulance or fi re truck or squad car was responding to a need. 
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I have kept that practice up for years, and it is not a trivial 

matter since our home is a stone’s throw away from the city’s 

largest emergency ward.

Are these pious superstitions? I think not. They are all 

practices that keep alive the “memory of the Lord”—a way of 

living in God highly recommended by the early fathers of the 

church. There is a way in which the memory of the Lord is the 

notion behind the ordinary exercises of piety: morning and 

evening prayers and a blessing before meals are wonderful 

examples of ways in which the quotidian becomes punctu-

ated by the memory of the Lord—they are ways of becoming

re-collected. It is here where the Buddhist practice of “mind-

fulness” (as taught, for example, by the Vietnamese monk 

Thich Nhat Hanh) is useful.

Apropos of the memory of the Lord: The Italian verb to 

remember is ricordare—literally it means: to bring back to the 

heart. How wonderfully rich etymology can be!

At an Ash Wednesday homily, the celebrant pointed out that 

we sign a cross on an infant’s brow at baptism, and the priest 

makes the Sign of the Cross over a coffi n at the end of life. In 

the interstices we make thousands of such signs. The Sign of 

the Cross (Tertullian mentions the custom) is an act of faith 

both in our redemption (the cross) and in the Trinity (the for-

mula). I always remember a line from Romano Guardini (I 



16 Things Seen and Unseen

have this feeling that I have written this down somewhere 

before) who says that we should always make a bold Sign of 

the Cross as a witness to our faith; the gesture should be clear 

and not some miserly waving the hand around. The Sign of 

the Cross is the Creed in shorthand.

The sixth century Irish saint Ida (a name almost never given 

to girls today) is said to have taught that the three things God 

loves most are faith in God with a pure heart; a simple life 

with a grateful spirit; and generosity inspired by charity. The 

three things God most despises are a mouth that spews hatred 

for people; a heart harboring resentment; and confi dence in 

wealth.

A curious call today from a reporter from the Wall Street Journal
in, of all places, Rio de Janeiro, asking me if I knew anything 

about Saint Expeditus. There is evidently a wild following of 

this saint in Rio with supplicants imploring either wealth 

or health but mainly wealth. As far as I can determine some 

relics were once shipped out of Italy to France with a mark-

ing on the box asking that they be “expedited”—somehow the 

name got attached to the relics and somehow the cult spread 

from France to Brazil. This is one of the more outlandish
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examples of name confusion in hagiography, like the case of 

the saint “Philomena” in the nineteenth century, but an inter-

esting one nonetheless.

In his notebooks, Thomas Merton muses over a Saint 

Audactus who, according to the legend, starts following an-

other martyr to the place of execution, confesses his own 

faith, and is also put to death. He was thus named audactus—
“added.”

A Few Jerusalem Impressions
Jerusalem the Golden. It is said that vast quantities of its 

characteristic stone are exported to places like New Jersey to 

build homes for wealthy Jewish families or to provide facing 

for synagogues.

The security wall: a vast tapeworm devouring acreage, 

groves, farms. It is staggeringly ugly and, beyond that, an af-

front to human dignity.

An ancient Arab tends a fl ock while helicopters buzz 

overhead. I watched him from the roof of the study center at 

Tantur, looking towards Bethlehem.

Ugly, tasteless neon lights festooning the tower of a 

mosque near Bethlehem. It fl ashes on and off as the call to 

prayer is blasted out over loudspeakers. The neon is really 

tacky.


