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Some Choices

When I told a friend I was writing a book on how to make choices, he cut me short and said categorically, “That’s very simple: First listen very carefully to what all others have to say about it. And then go and do what you damn well want.”

I told him that the idea, almost the very expression, though in a different idiom, sounded familiar. It didn’t take me long to locate the quotation. “Examine everything, and then hold on to what is best.” That was Paul to his Thessalonians (1 Thess. 5:19). Valid precedent.

That idea sums up the whole book. Only that it takes some time—and often a lot of courage and wisdom and freedom—to come to know what one really wants, what is actually best for me and for all in the multiple choices of daily life, what is the will of God for me in practice today. So the book is there after all.

I heard that Pandit Nehru, when dealing as Prime Minister of India with Church representatives to learn their needs and their stand in controverted matters, said once with insight and respect: “One thing about these Christians. They know what they want.” Beautiful definition from the beloved Pandit: A Christian is a man who knows what he wants. The gift of the Spirit.

To choose is to live, and as I understand and refine my ways of choosing and deciding and making up my mind, I understand better and refine more effectively my own life. This applies to the private life of the individual as well as to the common life of the group. The art of discerning is the art of living, and the practice of discernment with tact and sensitivity is the best way to revitalize a group and each one of its members. If an apostolic group wants to live and act as a group, it has to make an effort to learn how to think, plan, and decide things in common. This is not an easy task, but it definitely will prove most rewarding, as it can give a new unity, a common purpose, and a shared action to the group; and that is the best renewal a group can ever experience. The thought that this book might help in this task has given me joy while writing it.

Carlos G. Valles, S.J.
St. Xavier’s College,
Ahmedabad, 380 009
India




The Need to Know

I’ve taken quite a few days to make up my mind about the subject of this book. I was almost getting nervous about it. I had several books in mind, some even boldly announced on the flap of previous publications of mine as being “In Preparation” (pure publicity stunt, as nothing is prepared); and others taking shape unbidden in the recesses of my mind as events took place and ideas occurred. I had finished my previous book, had taken a break to recover from the ordeal, and knew I had to come back to the old desk sooner or later for anew brainchild. And as I write only one book at a time, I had to fix clearly and definitely what this one would be. I cannot start writing unless I know what I’m writing about. I reviewed the list of possible topics, and on a first instinctive choice narrowed it down to two. But these two were neck and neck. I couldn’t, for the life of me, choose one or the other. And the choice was important. I knew full well that if I made the wrong choice, started on it, and later inevitably realized I’d taken the wrong road, I would be helplessly stuck; that I would lose all inspiration and capacity to write, and would at the same time be stubbornly reluctant to leave the book once begun, knowing that if I interrupted it I would never finish it. I have had such experiences before. The right choice would lead me to two good books; the wrong one would ruin both. I knew it and I didn’t want to make a mistake. I delayed the decision.

Suddenly one day I woke up in the morning with an idea so clear and evident and containing the obviously right solution that I smiled to myself. The topic of one of the books (this one) was to be how to make decisions. And that was exactly what I was doing in full earnestness and consciousness and pain and risk. I was in the process of making a decision—that is, I was already heart and soul in the midst of my book, in its subject, in its problem; I was living with full intensity the situation on which I wanted to shed light in this book. I had only to begin writing. I did. And as I began, I experienced that inner joy and spiritual contentment that are the heavenly confirmation of a right choice. I wrote on.

Choices are what make a man. They shape his personality, define his character, and make up his life. I am what my choices are, and so I want to know what they are, how I make them, how far my choices are my choices and not mere mimicry or weak subservience. The human act. The personal commitment. The free election. Never am I more I than when I stand serene, survey the field, weigh my choices, set my face in one direction and advance with firm step and joyful heart. To know what I want and to do it is the essence of life.

For a religious person the quest of the right choice takes on a new and much deeper dimension as the quest of God’s will for him or for her. Once I have faith in God, I want to know that what I do is what he wants me to do. Jesus’ ultimate satisfaction was “I do always what pleases him (the Father)”; and that is, in due proportion and humble imitation, the endeavor, the hope, the prize of every enlightened believer. To do his will for me.

To do his will for me, I have to know what that will is. I know his commandments and his injunctions, I’ve listened to his prophets and his priests (and even to his canonists and moralists), I know what he expects of me in my moral life, and only my passions and attachments prevent me at times from doing what I know he wants me to do. But apart from morality or immorality, apart from right or wrong, apart from heaven or hell, I have a thousand daily choices, and sometimes big decisions in life, in which both options are legal and moral and valid—and yet I have to choose one and leave the other. Which? Which is more pleasing to God? Which does he really want? Which is his will for me?

Religious-minded people have used what means they knew, in the context and the culture in which they lived, to ascertain somehow the divine pleasure, the will of God, the shape of the future to guide their choices and direct their lives. Even divination of the future, in all its clumsy and sophisticated ways, is only an attempt to know what is going to happen, what God is going to do with the world and with me in it; and to adapt in consequence my doings to the course of events. This is for some, indeed for many, fate, karma, blind predestination of rigid events that leave hardly any room for personal freedom and spontaneous choices. There is a popular belief in India that the graph-like seams between the bones of the skull are the hieroglyphic writings that contain in cipher the whole history of the skull’s owner from birth to death. Nobody, of course, has the key to the code, and in any case the writings appear only safely well after the person’s death and in the privacy of the tomb—such is the typical and purposely muddled way of all prophetic divination and fortune-telling. The lines on the palm of the hand are more easily available for observation and, as such, have prompted a generous literature and provided almost a way of life to itinerant gypsies and professional palmists in all ages and in all latitudes. The lifeline in my right hand says that I’m going to live ninety-two years, suffer a health breakdown at seventy-nine, and achieve the peak of my existence at seventy-four—that is, according to a friend of mine who practices palmistry and volunteered to read my hand free of charge. According to another, however, who again and again scrutinized my hand with a puzzled look, I should have been dead long ago. The funny thing is that in spite of such obvious conflict, and of my rationalistic approach and my total skepticism in the matter of palmistry, astrology, futurology, and black magic, I’ve somehow come to take for granted that I’m going to live ninety-two years as though that were an article of faith, a private revelation fixed and unchangeable. Maybe that is only a projection of my desire to live long, and maybe it is an irrational offshoot of the hidden tendency each person has to believe in the occult. I have pious religious friends who unfailingly read their horoscope—and often those of others!—every week. It provides a lot of fun—and a sidelight on the working of their minds.

When I visited the Holy Land years ago, I made it a point to go to Endor. I guess it is not a favorite spot with pilgrims, but I remembered the uncanny incident that took place there. King Saul had banished all witches from the land, as required by the law of the Lord; but he found himself in dire straits, about to lose his kingdom and his life, and with no prophet to consult, as Samuel was dead and the like of him had not arisen after him. So he went at night in disguise to the witch who had remained in hiding at Endor, and said to her: “Tell me my fortunes by consulting the dead, and call up the man I name to you.” She hesitated, remonstrated, feared, recognized the king and reminded him of his ban on witches; finally she yielded and the ghost of Samuel appeared wrapped in a cloak. “Why have you disturbed me and brought me up? Why do you inquire from me now that the Lord has turned from you and become your adversary? The Lord will let your people Israel fall into the hands of the Philistines, and tomorrow you and your sons will be with me.” The next day Saul and his three sons lay dead on Mount Gilboa, “and the Philistines sent messengers through the length and breadth of their land to take the good news to idols and people alike” Endor had marked an important point in Saul’s life, and I visited it. I saw no ghost.

The ephod, urim, and thummim formed part of the vestments of Aaron and of the liturgy of the Temple, and were regularly used, we don’t exactly know how, to “consult the Lord,” to find his will and pierce the veil of the future. “The Philistines were fighting against Keilah and plundering the threshing-floors; and when David heard this, he consulted the Lord and asked whether he should go and attack the Philistines. The Lord answered, ‘Go, attack them, and relieve Keilah.’ But David’s men said to him, ‘As we are now, we have enough to fear from Judah. How much worse if we challenge the Philistine forces at Keilah!’ David consulted the Lord once again and the Lord answered him, ‘Go to Keilah; I will give the Philistines into your hands.’ So David and his men went to Keilah and fought the Philistines; they carried off their cattle, inflicted a heavy defeat on them and relieved the inhabitants. Abiathar son of Ahimelech made good his escape and joined David at Keilah, bringing the ephod with him. Saul was told that David had entered Keilah, and he said, ‘God has put him into my hands; for he has walked into a trap by entering a walled town with gates and bars.’ He called out the levy to march on Keilah and besiege David and his men. When David learned that Saul planned his undoing, he told Abiathar the priest to bring the ephod, and then he prayed. ’O Lord God of Israel, I thy servant have heard news that Saul intends to come to Keilah and destroy the city because of me. Will the citizens of Keilah surrender me to him? Will Saul come as I have heard? O Lord God of Israel, I pray thee, tell thy servant.’ The Lord answered, ‘He will come.’ Then David asked, ‘Will the citizens of Keilah surrender me and my men to Saul?,’ and the Lord answered, They will.’ Then David left Keilah at once with his men, who numbered about six hundred, and moved about from place to place. When the news reached Saul that David had escaped from Keilah, he made no further move” (1 Sam. 23:1-13).

The ascendancy of the prophets in Israel was due, apart from the inspiration of their teaching and the example of their lives, to the need the people had to be told what to do, to be shown the way, to have their choices made for them. The immediate reaction before any doubt was “to consult the seer,” the one who sees, the prophet, the saint, the man of God. When the Temple was defiled and the altar profaned in the time of the Maccabees, the priests didn’t know what would be the right thing to do with the stones of the altar, and so they took them apart and kept them in a clean place “till a prophet would appear and could declare what had to be done with them.” The people are helpless without a prophet. The desolation of Israel, repeated through years of exile and defeat, is above everything else that “there is no prophet” (Ps. 74:9). Without a prophet, Israel doesn’t know what to do. Israel wants to know what the ways of the Lord are, and its prophets are the normal channel through which those ways are declared to his people.

The need to know, the desire to be enlightened, the prayer of the Psalms: “Lord, show me your ways.” No need is greater, and no grace is more welcome. To know your ways for mankind and for me, for your people’s history and for my private options, for the great events and the daily choices. To know what pleases you. To know your mind. To know your will. To know you. I begin to realize that the exercise of finding out your divine will is the highest possible concern of humankind, as knowing your will is knowing you.

In a painful and paradoxical way, the very apostasy of Israel in the desert was due to the desire (exaggerated, misplaced, unworthy, childish, but still a desire) to have concrete practical gods who would lead the people in a visible and detailed way through the dangers of the desert. The people’s request to Aaron said it explicitly while Moses remained absent in the remote search of an unseen God: “Make us gods that will go before us.” Make us gods we can see and feel and touch and follow as they open the way for us in the wilderness and lead our battles and show us our land. That is what the golden calf had to be. A concrete guide, a visible god, a palpable leader. Someone to show the way, to lead the march, to “go before us.” True, the people of Israel had the guidance of the “cloud” that went before them during the day, and the fire at night. But the cloud was precisely only that, a cloud, too abstract and impersonal and unclear. It could not be grasped, defined, comprehended. Israel wanted a god with a face and a body and a clear program and detailed leadership. And that was its sin. It didn’t want the mystery and the darkness and the cloud. It didn’t want the uncertainty and the dangers and the delays. It didn’t want the long march and the daily risks. It didn’t want to have to find its way and to make its choices and to fight its battles. And God was angry with his people, and Moses broke the tablets of the law and melted the golden calf and reduced it to dust and mixed it with water and made the people drink it. The sin had to be expiated. The wrong guidance. The slavish dependence. The abdication of responsibility. That was unworthy of the people of God. We do want guidance, but we want it as God wants it, in mystery and darkness and trial and risk. In seriousness and responsibility. In maturity and courage. In discernment and faith. The cloud that guides while remaining a cloud. And the glory of God resides in it.

There is a standard way, primitive and universal in time and space, which man in his naïveté has used to ascertain God’s will in moments of doubt: to cast lots. And it is instructive to think of what there is behind that seemingly innocent practice. “The lots are cast into the lap, and it is the Lord that orders them” (Ps. 16:33). Right up to the eve of Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit would descend on the nascent Church and would change forever the ways of discernment with his presence, his wisdom, and his guidance, the disciples of Jesus resorted in simple faith to this elementary way of making an election. The matter was important. Judas had gone “where he belonged,” and his place in “The Twelve” had to be taken by another among those “who were in our company while we had the Lord Jesus with us.” “Two names were put forward: Joseph, who was known as Barsabas, and bore the added name of Justus; and Matthias. Then they prayed and said, Thou, Lord, who knowest the hearts of all men, declare which of these two thou hast chosen to receive this office of ministry and apostleship which Judas abandoned to go where he belonged.’ They drew lots and the lot fell on Matthias, who was then assigned a place among the twelve apostles” (Acts 1:23-26). Here there must have preceded a previous scrutiny, a discussion, a proposal of names, a list, an obvious exclusion of candidates till only two remained, and these two evenly balanced with no easy choice between them. And then the last step is left directly to God with a prayer.

Once I witnessed very closely the delicate process by which a prospective bridegroom is chosen in an Indian household. The girl in the family has come of age, and her parents let it gently be known among friends and acquaintances and caste-fellows that the prospects are open and suitors are invited. They come. Directly, indirectly, discreetly, openly they come and inquire, show interest or quickly withdraw in a complex web of multiple claims and conflicting choices. I know well, from repeated confidences of marriageable girls, the psychological stages through which the bride-to-be has to pass. When the first prospective candidate announces a polite refusal, the girl panics and goes into a fit of anger, despair, and self-hate. “I’m good for nothing; nobody will want me; nobody will marry me; we should have started earlier; now it’s too late, and I’m ugly and dark and short and fat and useless and will have to remain single for life.” It is painful to hear a lovely girl talking such nonsense and crying her eyes out in self-pity, but I’ve endured the ordeal more than once. Then a boy says yes, and the girl’s immediate reaction is, “Such an idiot! He thinks he’s good enough for me? Has he seen himself in the mirror? He can’t even look straight, and he wants me? Fat chance! Let him look elsewhere for another victim. I’m not that cheap.” And so the game goes with its ups and downs, and gradually anxiety subsides, serenity sets in, and all at home and even the girl herself begin to see that there are good choices, and each begins to draw up his or her favorite list, and some names get cancelled while others go up, and slowly a consensus emerges in the family, and numbers are given to the names: who is first and second and last. And then the final selection comes. It was so in the case I am writing about. After many days and many interviews and many consultations, the result was similar to the biblical choice of Pentecost eve. Two names stood out, and the girl and the family found it impossible to decide between the two. The girl reported the situation to me and informed me of the solution: “We’re going to cast lots between those two, and the lucky one will have me.” But what tickled my theological sense of humor was her spontaneous comment on that course of action. “After all,” she said with charming resignation, “we have to leave something to God.”

I am full of respect for that wonderful girl, as I am for the apostles even before Pentecost; but I want to be free to analyze the attitude of mind that lurks behind the casting of lots, and the religious belief that handles everything by itself till it feels baffled, and then has recourse to God as supreme arbiter in difficult cases. When it was a question of whether the prospective suitor had good looks or not, good health or not, sound finances or not; when it was a question of finding out (really!) how many false teeth he had and whether the squint in his left eye was only in the photograph or a real defect; when it was a question of choosing between a dark or a fair boy, tall or short, rich or poor … they didn’t cast lots about it. They definitely knew what they wanted, made sure of it by themselves, and took it or left it on their own. They took no chances there. They cast no lots. So long as they could function on their own, they did. Only when they couldn’t make up their minds did they resort to lots, consoling themselves with the belief that in doing so they were (however belatedly and reluctantly) leaving the final issue to God. That is the attitude of “the God in the gap,” the God that becomes active only when we reach the limit of our faculties, an attitude that is unfortunately common and theologically disastrous in understanding faith and seeking God’s will. That is, I’m on my own so long as I can manage, and when my strength or my intellect or my means or my information or my influence can do no more, when I find myself helpless, when the “gap” appears in my life, I rush to God to fill it in, and call that faith and devotion and surrender and acceptance of God’s will. I go to the doctor so long as his remedies work, and when he gives me up I turn to God. That is a distorted view of religion, of discernment, and of life, and I want to expose it clearly at the outset. The true view is that my choices (as all my actions) are fully God’s and fully mine. God is present in my discernment from the very first moment the quest begins. He presides over my inquiries and accompanies my doubts, he guides my views and assists my decisions. He is there all the time, in my strength and in my weakness, in my search and in my goal, in my anguish and in my deliverance. I live my life in his strength and his grace, and I make my choices, fully and entirely as they are, in his wisdom and his light. He is not a last resource but a constant companion, not an emergency measure but a permanent source, not a God in the gap but a living God in every breath of my life and every event of my existence. To know his will in my choices I have to live it first in all my days.

God is free, though, to use even our imperfect ways to bring about favorable results. I must record, and do so most willingly, that the boy and the girl of the previous story did marry, and their marriage was and remains to this day a very happy one. And St. Matthias, of course, became a worthy apostle. There is comfort for us in God’s goodness and his readiness to use even our limitations for his ends. Let us make our choices as best we know—and trust that God will straighten in the end even those we have messed up.

There is also manipulation possible where all these devious ways of choosing are resorted to. A lady who used to come to see me from time to time to discuss her problems, told me one day rather shyly that before coming to me each time she would cast lots to ascertain whether it was God’s will that she should come or not. And again she confessed, with further blushing, that when she was very keen on coming and the lots came out against it, she would cast again and again till they came favorable so that she could come with a good conscience. We had a hearty laugh together. And I don’t think that stopped her from cheating at the lots. That is often the case with professional diviners: They can accommodate the injunctions of the stars to the client’s needs for a consideration. An essential element in every Hindu marriage is the exact fixing of the auspicious day and time at which the ceremony must take place if the happiness of the new couple is not to be jeopardized. Now in
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