introduction

With
Clenched Fists

P

raying is no easy matter. It demands a
relationship in which you allow someone
other than yourself to enter into the very center
of your person, to see there what you would
rather leave in darkness, and to touch there what
you would rather leave untouched. Why would
you really want to do that? Perhaps you would
let the other cross your inner threshold to see
something or to touch something, but to allow
the other into that place where your most
intimate life is shaped—that is dangerous and
calls for defense.
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T

he resistance to praying is like the
resistance of tightly clenched fists. This
image shows a tension, a desire to cling tightly to
yourself, a greediness which betrays fear. A story
about an elderly woman brought to a psychiatric
center exemplifies this attitude. She was wild,
swinging at everything in sight, and frightening
everyone so much that the doctors had to take
everything away from her. But there was one
small coin that she gripped in her fist and would
not give up. In fact, it took two people to pry
open that clenched hand. It was as though she
would lose her very self along with the coin. If
they deprived her of that last possession, she
would have nothing more and be nothing more.
That was her fear.
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W

hen you are invited to pray, you are
asked to open your tightly clenched
fist and give up your last coin. But who wants to
do that? A first prayer, therefore, is often a
painful prayer because you discover you don’t
want to let go. You hold fast to what is familiar,
even if you aren’t proud of it. You find yourself
saying: “That’s just how it is with me. I would
like it to be different, but it can’t be now. That’s
just the way it is and this is the way I’ll have to
leave it.” Once you talk like that, you’ve already
given up believing that your life might be
otherwise. You’ve already let the hope for a new
life float by. Since you wouldn’t dare to put a
question mark after a bit of your own experience
with all its attachments, you have wrapped
yourself up in the destiny of facts. You feel it is
safer to cling to a sorry past than to trust in a new
future. So you fill your hands with small,
clammy coins which you don’t want to
surrender.
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Y

ou still feel bitter because people weren’t
grateful for something you gave them:
you still feel jealous of those who are better paid
than you are; you still want to take revenge on
someone who didn’t respect you; you are still
disappointed that you’ve received no letter, still
angry because someone didn’t smile when you
walked by. You live through it, you live along
with it as though it doesn’t really bother you . . .
until the moment when you want to pray. Then
everything returns: the bitterness, the hate, the
jealousy, the disappointment, and the desire for
revenge. But these feelings are not just there; you
clutch them in your hands as if they were
treasures you don’t want to let go. You sit
wallowing in all that old sourness as if you
couldn’t do without them, as if, in giving them
up, you would lose your very self.
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D

etachment is often understood as letting
loose of what is attractive. But it
sometimes also requires letting go of what is
repulsive. You can indeed become attached to
dark forces such as resentment and hatred. As
long as you seek retaliation, you cling to your
own past. Sometimes it seems as though you
might lose yourself along with your revenge and
hate—so you stand there with balled-up fists,
closed to the other who wants to heal you.
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