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				Praise for
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			“The Resistance is life-changing—and one of the most important books you’ll ever give away. Fr. John Riccardo speaks directly to the struggles of our time and the deepest needs of our hearts.”

			—Lisa Brenninkmeyer, founder and CEO of Walking with Purpose

			“Fr. Riccardo preaches the gospel in a way that is astonishingly both new and old. This book is a gift.”

			—Patrick Lencioni, author of The Advantage

			“Like St. Francis of Assisi or St. Therese of Lisieux, Fr. Riccardo captures the gospel in a way that is both timeless and completely new. The Resistance is another example of his life-changing presentation of what Jesus has done for us, and the battle He is calling us to wake up and fight.”

			—Fr. Mike Schmitz, host of the Bible in a Year podcast

			“There is a greatness in you beyond your imagining. No matter where you are in believing this is true, let yourself be amazed through The Resistance. Fr. Riccardo’s powerful witness and wisdom draw us into the story of a God who pursues, rescues, and restores not just in the past but also today in our times.”

			—Mother Gloria Therese Laven, O.C.D., superior general of Carmelite Sisters of the Most Sacred Heart of Los Angeles

			“Don’t resist the chance to be a part of the resistance—the resistance that can and will change the world one person, one family at a time. That’s the straightforward and loving message in this beautifully written book.”

			—Teresa Tomeo, host of Catholic Connection

			“Fr. Riccardo has a singular gift for presenting the gospel for what it truly is: astonishingly good news. With pastoral warmth, theological depth, and captivating storytelling, he helps us see the drama of salvation history not as an abstract idea, but as the most genuine account of our lives.”

			—Msgr. James Patrick Shea, president of the University of Mary
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				Can the prey be taken from the mighty,

				or the captives of a tyrant be rescued?

				For thus says the Lord:

				“Even the captives of the mighty shall be taken,

				and the prey of the tyrant be rescued,

				for I will contend with those who contend

				with you,

				and I will save your children….

				Then all flesh shall know

				that I am the Lord your Savior,

				and your Redeemer, the Mighty One of Jacob.”

				—Isaiah 49:24–26

				When a strong man, fully armed, guards his own palace, his goods are safe; but when one stronger than he attacks him and overcomes him, he takes away his armor in which he trusted and divides his spoil.

				—Luke 11:21–22

				One of the things that surprised me when I first read the New Testament seriously was that it talked so much about a Dark Power in the universe—a mighty evil spirit who was held to be the Power behind death and disease, and sin. The difference is that Christianity thinks this Dark Power was created by God, and was good when he was created, and went wrong. Christianity agrees with Dualism that this universe is at war. But it does not think this is a war between independent powers. It thinks it is a civil war, a rebellion, and that we are living in a part of the universe occupied by the rebel.

				Enemy-occupied territory—that is what this world is. Christianity is the story of how the rightful king has landed, you might say landed in disguise, and is calling us all to take part in a great campaign of sabotage.

				—C. S. Lewis

				Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour. Resist him, firm in your faith.

				—1 Peter 5:8–9

			

		

	
		
			PREFACE

			 

			“Why have I never heard this before?” she said to me, tears streaming down her cheeks.

			Her tone was somewhere between sad and downright angry. From outward appearances, she looked like she had everything: twenty-eight years old, breathtakingly beautiful, a great job. In reality, her life was an absolute mess.

			She belongs to what is sometimes called the New Great Depression. Whereas the first Great Depression was economic, this new one we’re living through has to do with mental health: sadness, loneliness, depression, anxiety, fear, and despair.

			So, what moved her to tears? Why had she literally collapsed to the floor as I spoke to her? What’s the remedy for people like her and other members of the New Great Depression? For that matter, what’s the remedy for all of us, since deep down we are all restless for the same thing?

			God. God is the remedy. Not the God you might think you know: The one who’s spying on you, just waiting to catch you doing wrong. The distant God who is deaf to your cries. The God of philosophers. The God you might have walked away from in your teens or twenties. No—the God who reveals Himself in Scripture. The God who, above all, reveals Himself in the person of Jesus.

			I believe that these are urgent, though not desperate, times. People everywhere are longing for unity and yet divided and often prone to demonizing the other. While this is happening, churches are emptying. Oh, some stories are being told of a sort of movement taking place among young people, especially young men, of how they’re being drawn to Christianity. But these stories are far outweighed by the massive numbers of those who are leaving churches. According to one study, 89 percent of those baptized Catholic no longer go to church on Sunday. Other Christian communities are seeing similar trends.

			And yet.

			The human person—every human person—longs for the same thing. Love. To be loved and to love. Life without love is meaningless. We all know this deep down. The core of the gospel message is the life-changing, life-saving, wondrous and explosive news that you are loved. And not just loved by anyone but by the Creator of a universe. A God who is infinitely happy, good beyond all telling, and faithful even when we are not. And you and I are not loved as a reward for good behavior. We are not loved because of some great accomplishment. We are loved just because.

			This book is an urgent appeal to those of you like that young woman, who are anxious and afraid, angry, depressed, or perhaps just flat-out bored despite all you might have. The truths on the pages that follow—that you matter, that you’re worth fighting for, that you’re worth dying for, that you are far, far, far more important than you ever dared to dream or imagine—will change your life.

			But not just your life. Faith is personal, but it’s not private. It’s meant to be shared. God’s desire—His purpose in creating anything, but especially in creating us—His longing even at this very moment is to gather all His children together. The world is crying for what only God can do, even if it doesn’t know this. Even if it doesn’t believe this.

			You and I have been destined by God to live at this very moment in history, with all that’s going on around us, to bring hope, to share with others this remarkable, life-changing, and life-saving news. We’ve also been destined by God to get involved in every dimension of life, every sphere of human activity, to make it ever more human, ever more in accord with how the good God created it to be.

			Each one of us longs to know the real God, to know that this God sees us, that we matter to Him, that we’re worth fighting for to Him, that we’re loved by Him. And that we were born for a purpose, a mission, one that is far nobler than we might imagine. That’s the gospel. The core of it anyway.

			And I don’t think most people have ever heard it, whether they go to church every week or they have never thought of setting foot in one. That’s why I’m writing this. This book is for you. It’s for everybody.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			 

			Why Stories Matter

			I once heard a man say, “Every priest only has one homily.” I’m not honestly sure if he meant that as an insult or a compliment, but I think he’s right. In other words, one core message shows up virtually every Sunday, week after week.

			My one homily is the cross. One of my earliest childhood memories is noticing the crucifix that still hangs behind the altar in the church where I grew up. It wasn’t the pain and suffering of the man on the cross that I noticed as a young boy, though. It was the love that was visible. Somehow, in a way I can’t adequately explain, I knew that what I was looking at was real, true, happened for me, and would forever mark me. Somehow, I knew that the man on the cross was doing that for me, that He loved me. And that my life, if it was to have any real integrity, had to be a response to Him.

			For most of my life, even over the course of many years when I deliberately wandered far from God in my daily choices, I have returned again and again to Jesus on the cross, and to the extraordinary love shown there. It’s the reason for hope. Not just for me, but for all of us. And I’m painfully aware, as a Catholic priest who has sat with, prayed with, and cried with thousands of people, that this world is aching for tangible, concrete reasons to hope. This is why the cross has been at the center of my life and my preaching and teaching.

			Just as priests, at least many of us, only have one homily, I think you could make the argument that Jesus only had one homily too. His one homily was the Father. Jesus speaks explicitly about God the Father more than 180 times in the Gospels. If I were to title Jesus’s homily, I think it would be something like this: “You’re wrong about Him.” I can hear Jesus say about God the Father, “You think you know Him, but you don’t. You think He’s like this, but He’s not. And I have come to make Him known, to show you that He’s a good Father—kind, gracious, merciful, patient, faithful to His promises—and that you can trust Him like you can no one else.”

			In the prologue of his gospel, Saint John writes, “No one has ever seen God; the only God, who is at the Father’s side, he has made him known” (John 1:18). Jesus, John says, “has made [the Father] known.” The Greek word He uses there, exegesato, means “to explain, describe, or interpret.” In His words, life, and above all in His going to the cross for us, Jesus has exegeted—made known—the Father. Saint Paul, a contemporary of John, says that Jesus is “the image of the invisible God” (Colossians 1:15). In other words, Jesus is the physical representation of God. Jesus does what He sees the Father doing; He says what He hears the Father say (see John 5:19; 12:49). To see Jesus is to see the Father (see John 14:9). Jesus tells us that He is “the way, and the truth, and the life” (John 14:6). The way where? To the Father. The truth about what or who? The Father. Whose life? The Father’s.

			This revelation of God is immensely important in every age but perhaps especially so in ours. We live in a culture increasingly riddled with loneliness, anxiety, fear, depression, and hopelessness. Are we just thrown into existence? Is life, as Shakespeare’s Macbeth declares, “a tale told by an idiot full of sound and fury,”[1] or is there a good author of this story we call human history in general and our lives in particular? I believe there is indeed a good author. But this author, God, is terribly misunderstood, often ignored, rejected, and in fact considered by many the enemy of our freedom and happiness.

			I think it’s safe to say that every one of us has a distorted image of God in one way or another. I believe that God wants to heal this in me and in you. He wants us to know who He is, and in knowing who He is, to come to know who we are. But it can’t stop there. As we come to experience the love of God, that He sees us, cares for us, thinks we’re worth fighting and dying for, He wants to use us to bring hope into a restless world. God’s desire, in fact, is nothing less than to renew the entire human family and to transform it into His family. This is the reason He made us, made anything at all.

			This book is about trying to make sense of really big questions. It’s about proposing a way of seeing not just some things but, well, everything. It’s about offering a vision that I believe both makes the most sense out of life and gives us hope that our lives are far more important than we have ever imagined.

			So let’s begin with an image that I’ve found particularly useful. Imagine, if you will, that it is 1944, and you and I are living in France. Four years ago, our country was invaded by a tyrannical, megalomaniacal, demonic dictator the likes of which the world has never before seen. In the years since, we’ve lost houses, villages have been destroyed, and cities have been reduced to ruin. We’ve lost loved ones too. More than four hundred thousand ordinary civilians are dead in a country of just under forty-two million people. Neighbors, friends, and family have been imprisoned, sent off to concentration camps, or executed publicly in the streets—or have simply disappeared. Every day and everywhere we hear jackboots marching all around us. Huge swastika flags hang from the Hôtel de Ville in Paris and fly atop the Eiffel Tower. During the day we are subject to an ever-increasing number of police-state regulations, including being forbidden to go anywhere without permission and without our identification papers. At night, we have to abide by a curfew. We have to close our shutters and turn off every light to prevent Allied aircraft from using city lights for navigation. And as if all of this weren’t horrific enough, “the alien presence,” explains historian Ian Ousby, “increasingly hated and feared in private, could seem so permanent that, in the public places where daily life went on, it was taken for granted.”[2] Brutality and oppression now define our lives. Worst of all, we’ve become used to it. We have come to accept (if we think about it at all anymore) that nothing is likely to change because clearly nobody is stronger than this “alien presence,” this occupying army. Hope is gone.

			Then one day, as some of us are sitting around a coffee table, the newsboy throws in the newspaper. I open it, and there in bold, big, beautiful letters reads the headline ALLIES INVADE NORMANDY! You can’t see the headline, however. And so, with no expectation of anything other than more bad news, with no expectation of anything encouraging whatsoever, you ask me what’s in the news. I raise my eyes to you and answer in a dry, monotone voice, “Eh, nothing, really. Same old same old. Oh,” I continue, “it appears the Allies have landed at Normandy.”

			Do you think I would read that headline that way? Not a chance! The Allies landed at Normandy and I’m not out-of-my-mind ecstatic about that? This was not just news for the people of France on June 6, 1944. This was extraordinary news! News that changed everything for them. Somebody had come to fight for them, to do something about the condition they were in because of that “alien presence” and that occupying army. Hope had returned!

			Let’s look at this situation from a slightly different perspective. Imagine that you are teaching freshman history in high school. Because the students are young, their tests are simple. In fact, they’re multiple choice—with pictures. The test offers a picture of soldiers landing at Normandy with the question, “Why are they there?” To make it easy, there’s even a date under the picture: “June 6, 1944.” The multiple-choice answers are:

			
				A. The beaches in France are spectacular.

				B. The Mona Lisa is amazing.

				C. The coffee in downtown Paris is second to none.

				D. To fight!

			

			Even the freshmen get this one right! It’s “D.” The soldiers are there to fight, obviously.

			Here’s the problem. Every year in December we routinely set up manger scenes in our churches and sometimes in our homes. A little baby is lying in the straw, with a woman and an older-looking man beside Him. They, in turn, are surrounded by shepherds, sheep, donkeys, and cows—not to mention three wildly dressed men kneeling there with strange-looking hats on their heads and gifts in their hands. Why is that child there? What has He come to do? Do people know? I honestly don’t think most people do.

			I would argue that just as quickly, just as obviously, and just as clearly as we can answer why the Allies were landing at Normandy on June 6, 1944, we should be able to answer the question, “Why is Jesus lying there in the manger?”

			Can you answer that question? Do you know why Jesus is there? Has He simply come to tell stories? Did He come to perform some miracles? Is His purpose just to tell us to be kind and love one another? Or has He, like the Allies, come to fight? And if He’s come to fight, who has He come to fight against and who has He come to fight for?

			Which brings us to the importance of stories. Stories are remarkably powerful. They can shape who we are and how we think about reality. Annie Murphy Paul, an acclaimed science writer, points out, for example, that reading great works of literature “enlarges and improves us as human beings. Brain science shows this claim is truer than we imagined.”[3] In other words, it is possible for stories to change not just our perspective; they can also change us physiologically. Rod Dreher, author of the book How Dante Can Save Your Life, makes a similar argument:

			
				Neuroscientists have found that the telling of a story, no matter how simple, lights up parts of our brains that lie dormant when we process language. In fact, research has shown that the brain reacts to stories in the same way it responds to actual events. When a story fully enters into your imagination, it is as if you experience it yourself. The more vivid and sensual the descriptions within a story, the more powerfully its lessons, moral and otherwise, lodge in the brain.[4]

			

			Over the next several chapters, I am going to propose a story. I will not worry about trying to convince anybody of anything. That is not my task; it belongs to another. I just want to propose a story, or maybe repropose one.

			Every one of us, without exception, sees reality through “lenses.” Some of us are conscious of this and some of us are not. Here’s an image I find helpful in explaining this. I wear eyeglasses. Eyeglasses are an easy way for me to think about what are called “worldviews.” Worldviews, like eyeglasses, “are that through which, not at which, a society or an individual normally looks.” Worldviews are “the basic stuff of human existence…the blueprint for how one should live in [the world], and above all the sense of identity and place which enables human beings to be what they are.”[5] These “lenses” are “a largely unconscious but generally coherent set of presuppositions and beliefs that every person has.”[6]

			All of us have these “presuppositions and beliefs”; all of us “wear eyeglasses.” Our worldviews become clear in our “religious viewpoints, political allegiances, or moral practices.” They impact “how [we] see the world, [our] place in it, and the personal standards to which [we] hold [ourselves]…. How [we] answer the important questions of existence will inform how [we] behave in [our] day-to-day existence.”[7] Finally, all worldviews “claim to be public and comprehensive. They must therefore offer some account, along with everything else, of what the adherents of other worldviews are ‘really’ doing…. The question is, whose account of everybody else makes most sense?”[8] And which account of reality leads to hope?

			Dreher makes a connection between the importance of stories and worldviews:

			
				Stories tell us how to think and what to do. They teach us what to love, what to fear, what to hope for, and whom to trust…. They tell us where we came from, where we stand, where we are going. Stories impose order on chaos. From grand cosmic myths to intimate family tales, it is in stories that we find meaning, purpose, and the truths by which we live….

				Our choices often emerge from how we feel about the information we take in and how the stories we have accepted as truthful accounts of reality train our emotions to engage and interpret the world.[9]

			

			That is to say, we all see reality in a particular way.

			Dreher goes on:

			
				If we don’t understand ourselves as part of a greater story…we will have no idea what we are supposed to do with our lives. In our modern world, we have lost the story that for centuries gave most people in our culture a way to make sense of their lives: the biblical narrative.[10]

			

			In other words, much of the world, for the better part of the last fifteen hundred years or so, has understood reality as being shaped by a common story. We’ve seen reality through a particular set of lenses. Again, people may or may not have been conscious of that. Regardless, that story, the biblical narrative, shaped most of daily life: education, architecture, music, morality, politics, art, and more. Today, however, we live in a time and place where new lenses have been given to us, and new stories are shaping how we understand reality.

			It has been noted that the Church has existed in two different eras: a Christendom era and an apostolic era. In the Christendom era, the story, the worldview, that shaped the culture was deeply influenced by Christianity. Those categories of life we mentioned above—education, entertainment, art, politics, law, architecture, family life—were all influenced by a biblical way of seeing. Even if people didn’t know it, they were looking through lenses that had been shaped by a Christian worldview. That worldview proposed that there was a good God, who freely and lovingly brought all of creation into being. Again, this is not to say that everybody back then was aspiring to be a saint—clearly many of them weren’t! But still the culture was shaped by a Christian worldview.[11]

			We are no longer living in a culture like that—and we haven’t been for some time. That should be pretty obvious.

			Here’s an example. In the 1950s, the top-rated television show was Life Is Worth Living, which featured Bishop Fulton J. Sheen, a Roman Catholic bishop. Sheen could and did compete with the likes of Milton Berle and Lucille Ball, the most popular personalities on the air at the time. In fact, Sheen went head-to-head with Berle on Tuesday nights for several years, and the bishop won an Emmy in 1953 for “Most Outstanding Personality.” When asked how he felt about losing to a bishop, Berle quipped, “He’s got better writers—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.”

			Ponder that for a moment. A Roman Catholic bishop winning an Emmy? The most popular show on television centering on what the Catholic Church teaches? Another actor referencing four names—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—and everybody knowing who they were? All of these are instances of Christendom.

			However, by 1974, just twenty years after winning an Emmy, the same bishop declared that Christendom was dying. Sheen said, “The economic, political, social life as inspired by Christian principles, that is finished. We’ve seen it die. Look at the symptoms: the breakup of the family, divorce, abortion, immorality, general dishonesty.”[12] He was calling attention to the fact that our culture was shifting into new ways of thinking and seeing. In this new era, the one we are currently living in, the worldviews, the eyeglasses, the lenses that most people are looking through have been shaped by a story that is very different from the biblical narrative.

			Dreher puts this transition we’re living in and through this way: “In our secular age, we no longer believe we’re part of any universal story. We are free to choose our own narratives, which means we can follow our hearts…. If it feels good, do it; if it feels right, believe it…. This is how many people think today.”[13] It may be how you’re living right now. It’s certainly how I lived for a long time when I was younger.

			I grew up in a family where God was very much a part of our daily life. In our home I experienced the normalcy of faith. My mom and dad were successful people who, in the eyes of the world, had everything you could want in life. They had a happy marriage, lived in a big house, were professionally successful, made good money, took fun vacations, and were athletic and downright fun to be around. To this day, some fifty years later, childhood friends regularly tell me how much they loved being at our house—not because of the stuff we had but because of the people my parents were and how they made my friends feel.

			At the clear center of my parents’ life was God. They went to Mass, read the Bible daily, and modeled a life of prayer. I remember seeing my father on his knees at the side of his bed every night. He prayed in a way that was, again, normal. And attractive. Together with my mom, he didn’t offer formal and rote prayers very often, though there’s nothing wrong with those. Rather, he prayed as though he was having a conversation with God. And he didn’t just do this at the end of the day or before meals; he prayed when someone got hurt in our backyard playing basketball, or when a friend came over and mentioned his dad had lost his job. My parents and my sisters and brother were daily models for me of people who saw all of reality through a Christian worldview. They were joyful, hopeful, and fun people to be around.

			And yet…

			Though I couldn’t deny the happiness of my parents’ lives, and though I knew it wasn’t because of their wealth or status but because of their faith in God, I resisted living that way. To me, their way seemed like less, not more. And so, despite their example, I set out to indulge every appetite I had. All the while, though, that crucifix that hung in our church was present in my mind. More specifically, the love I somehow knew God had for me, the love on display on that crucifix, was present in my mind. I tried to assuage my conscience by telling myself that one day, much, much later in life, I would come back to God and ask Him to forgive me. This way, I told myself, I could have the best of both worlds: live it up now and go to heaven later.

			The problem was, though, that I wasn’t living it up. I was trying to convince myself that I was living it up. Oh sure, I was happy some of the time, but I wasn’t what I would call joyful. And I certainly wasn’t peaceful. I’d look at myself in the mirror late at night, or early in the morning, and know I wasn’t living the way I was supposed to be living. But instead of changing, I did more and more in an attempt to numb the pain I was feeling internally, or did various things to distract myself from seriously thinking about the big questions in life.

			This was my life for a long time. Dreher’s words fittingly describe where I found myself: “When you are the captain of your own soul, though, and have cast aside all the maritime charts showing you the safe route through dark waters, navigating only by your own stars, it’s easy to make a shipwreck of your life. You wake up one day and wonder, Where am I? How did I get here? How do I get home?”[14] I could have written those words. Maybe those words describe where you are at this very moment, or maybe they call to mind a moment in your life when you woke up suddenly feeling lost.

			David Duval was the world’s number one golfer before Tiger Woods began to dominate the sport in the early 2000s. Duval won The Open Championship, or what’s often (wrongly) called “The British Open,” in 2001. The Open is one of professional golf’s four major tournaments. For many golfers, winning The Open would represent the crowning achievement of a life’s work. But Duval went into a tailspin shortly after his victory. Once the top-ranked golfer on the professional tour, he fell to number 434 in the official world ranking by 2004. You see, his whole life had been geared toward achieving a victory like The Open Championship, but that accomplishment, great as it was, didn’t actually satisfy him. On the plane ride home from England, the Claret Jug right next to him, Duval reportedly said, “Is that all there is?” As much as he loved golf, and as good as he was at it, he realized it was just a game. He wanted more.

			Perhaps surprisingly, many of us find ourselves lost and in trouble not so much when our prayers go unanswered but when we actually get the answers to our prayers. We pray for “X” to happen. Then “X” happens and we ask ourselves, “Okay, that was great, but is that it? Why am I still restless? Why am I still hungry?” For Duval, winning was good; it just wasn’t enough. His life became a “shipwreck.” So did mine.

			Why is all of this so important? It’s important because this is the story many of us are living right now. Casting aside all “the maritime charts,” believing what we want to believe, thinking what we want to think, doing what we want to do, is leading a lot of people toward shipwreck and pain. I know this as a priest. I know this as a counselor. I know this as a pastor. I know it as someone who talks to people all around the country and the world. I hear it from other priests, from faithful churchgoers, and from people who have never stepped inside a church in their lives.

			Evidence of the shipwrecks can be found all around us. For me, it all hit home a few years back when I happened across a column written by Mitch Albom, titled “Why Is Living Shorter, Dying Sooner a New Trend?” Albom wrote this article right before Holy Week in 2019, and it rocked my world. Albom detailed how sociologists the year before had noted the startling trend that life expectancy in the United States had declined for a third consecutive year.[15] Just think about that for a moment. In the United States of America, with everything that we have—all our wealth, all our technology, all our healthcare—life expectancy was falling. The last time life expectancy declined three years in a row was 1918. What was happening in 1918? World War I and the Spanish flu. Despite the political football the COVID-19 pandemic often became, there’s no denying that what we lived through was terrible for many people. I had a brutally severe case myself and more or less lost six weeks of my life. One of my dearest friends died. The pandemic caused countless lives to be turned upside down. But as terrible as all of that was, the Spanish flu was horrific in a way beyond comparison. Fifty million people died from the Spanish flu at a time when the world’s overall population was just 1.8 billion.[16]

			Why is life expectancy in the United States falling? We are not in the middle of a world war, and in 2019 there was no pandemic. Life expectancy is falling because of what are called “deaths of despair.” We’re literally losing the will to live. Nobody is killing us; we’re killing ourselves.

			In his article, Albom identified three primary “deaths of despair.” The first is suicide. Probably everyone reading this has been deeply impacted by the traumatic choice of a loved one taking his or her life. The suicide rate in our country is almost literally off the charts. Over the last twenty years it’s gone up 30 percent in the United States overall. It’s up 40 percent in rural America. It’s up 50 percent among women. In 2022, one-third of teenage girls seriously considered taking their lives. The statistic, though, that utterly breaks my heart is this one: In the United States of America, suicide is the second leading cause of death among children ages ten to fourteen.

			I, too, have been profoundly struck by this trauma. A brother-in-law of mine took his life beside a statue of the Sacred Heart. He had struggled for a long time with an addiction to crack cocaine and felt utterly impotent to beat it. The note he left behind simply said, “Jesus, I’m so tired of fighting.” An uncle ended his life in his garage with the car running. A frightening number of friends’ sons have taken their lives. As a priest, I can’t even begin to add up all the people I have buried who left this life this way. If you’re someone, a mom or dad especially, who has lost a loved one to suicide, I pray that even now the Lord will reach into your heart as only He can, assure you of His goodness, His mercy, His gentleness, and His kindness, and give you hope even as He stitches up the enormous and unspeakable wound that I know is inside you.

			The second “death of despair” Albom mentions is alcoholism. Over the last twenty years, deaths from alcohol-related liver disease have tripled. The biggest increase is among twenty-five- to thirty-four-year-olds, especially men, but women are rapidly gaining.

			The third and final “death of despair” is related to the opioid crisis. Despite the United States constituting just 5 percent of the world’s population, we consume 80 percent of the world’s opioids. As Albom says, that’s simply “insane.”

			Now, there are no simple explanations or simple solutions for all of this. But I would argue the core problem is that, as the Creator gets pushed farther and farther and farther off the stage, the creature made in His image loses any sense of purpose and meaning.

			More and more people are describing our age as the “new great depression.” As just one example, an ongoing study over the last thirty-five years has polled nearly fifty thousand eighth, tenth, and twelfth graders from across the country. The study presents a series of statements to these students, who are asked to respond either yes or no. One statement is: “I can’t do anything right.” Another reads: “My life is not useful.” A third says: “I do not enjoy my life.” When they first began this study, roughly 20 percent of the young people answered yes to these three statements. Now, almost 50 percent say yes. Please look at the statements again. Nearly 50 percent of eighth, tenth, and twelfth graders responded yes to “I do not enjoy my life.” These are future leaders. These are future parents. These are our neighbors. These are our kids. And this is the culture we’re living in right now.

			It’s not just youth, though, who are experiencing the New Great Depression. The mental health crisis is an epidemic and it’s growing. One in four American adults takes a psychiatric drug on a daily basis. American adults lead the world in taking antidepressants, with more than 10 percent doing so. On May 3, 2023, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services announced, “Today, United States Surgeon General Dr. Vivek Murthy released a new Surgeon General Advisory calling attention to the public health crisis of loneliness, isolation, and lack of connection in our country. Even before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, approximately half of U.S. adults reported experiencing measurable levels of loneliness. Disconnection fundamentally affects our mental, physical, and societal health.”[17]

			When I first came across that long-range study of American teenagers, one line in particular struck me. Commenting on the results, and especially on the increase in depression among our youth, Professor Jean Twenge observed, “Depression isn’t just about emotions. It’s about cognition, it’s about thinking, it’s about how you see the world ” (italics mine).[18]

			As you read this book right now, how do you see the world? What are the lenses you’re looking through? Are you calm right now or stressed? Peaceful or restless?

			But what if there’s another story? What if there’s another set of lenses? Another way of seeing? Another way of thinking?

			Maybe you’ve watched the streaming series called The Man in the High Castle? It’s based on a science fiction novel published in 1962 by Philip K. Dick. The story is downright bizarre, but a scene from the first season is one of the most powerful examples I’ve ever come across to show what can happen when another story is presented to us.

			For those unfamiliar with the book or the show, the premise of The Man in the High Castle is that the Allies lost World War II, and the United States was divided between Nazi Germany and the Empire of Japan. From the Rocky Mountains east, Germany is in control, and from the Rocky Mountains west, Japan rules. The American people of the 1960s are living under oppression, systematic torture, slavery, and mass executions. Fear, anxiety, and despair are rampant.

			In the first episode of the series, a woman named Juliana, who turns out to be the lead character in the story, is given a package by her sister, Trudy. Trudy belongs to an American resistance movement, and she’s executed in the street shortly after she makes the handoff. The package turns out to be a reel of film. Juliana takes the reel home and watches it on an old-fashioned movie projector. We see her watching the reel, visibly stunned and bewildered by what she’s looking at. Several times she shakes her head as if to ask herself, “What is this?” The reel finally ends, and she goes back to the projector and rewinds it so she can watch it again. Again it ends and again she rewinds it. She watches the film again, it ends, and again she rewinds it. She does this over and over and over. And as she watches this reel on repeat, her countenance is radically transformed. When she first sits down to watch, she’s a woman riddled with fear, anxiety, and despair. As she continues to watch, she’s drawn into what she’s looking at but is obviously in disbelief. Her disbelief soon changes to confusion. By the time she watches it for the umpteenth time, she begins to smile and to weep with joy. Initially, we don’t see what she’s watching, but eventually we discover that the film shows scenes of the Allies landing at Normandy, bombs falling on Berlin, and the unconditional surrender of Japan.

			As she watches the film the final time, her boyfriend, Frank, walks into the apartment. “What is this?” he asks.

			“It’s newsreel film,” Juliana replies.

			“Yeah, I see that,” Frank answers.

			In an exasperated and exuberant tone she says, “It shows us winning the war!”

			Frank tells her, “But we didn’t win the war.”

			She answers, “That’s what they told us.”

			That’s what they told us.

			I would like to suggest that a lot of us are like Juliana. We’re “watching a reel,” if you will. We’re looking at life through certain lenses. We have a story that is shaping how we think, how we see, and it goes something like this: God is not real, or even if He is real, He’s utterly irrelevant. He’s distant. He’s not involved. In short, the “reel” is telling us that even if God exists, He doesn’t care. He’s not faithful. He’s not good. And you can’t trust Him.

			But what if there’s another “reel”? What if there’s another story? What if there’s something that we can know, and that we can share with others, that can have the same impact on us that the reel of film had on Juliana?

			My experience is that a lot of people’s impression of Christianity is something like, “I tried that (or I grew up that way), and it offered me nothing. I’m moving on.” The problem is that they mistakenly think Christianity is just a bunch of rules to obey, a set of assertions, a lifestyle choice. But it’s not! At the heart of Christianity is the revelation and announcement that God is real, that He’s good, He is love, and He cares for us and all of creation far more than we could ever dare to imagine.

			This revelation and announcement is the gospel. Gospel is a Greek word that literally is translated as “good news.” The word, however, wasn’t something unique to Christians or to the Jewish people. It was a common word, a word with political overtones. The separation of politics and religion is a rather new phenomenon in human history. There was no such split for the Jewish people. And there was no such split for the Roman Empire either. As New Testament scholar Michael Gorman writes,

			
				In Paul’s day the word “gospel” did not refer to a kind of writing but to a piece of news—good news. It was a term known both in the Jewish community and in the wider Greco-Roman world.

				Jews who knew the text of [Isaiah] 40–66 would have associated the announcement of good news with the onset of God’s presence, salvation, and reign. They would have understood this in social and political as well as “spiritual” terms; God’s salvation would bring not only the renewal of the people’s hearts, but also the liberation of Israel from foreign oppression, the establishment of God’s shalom, and blessings to the poor.

				For non-Jews, the word euangelion and related terms had a variety of connotations. Perhaps the most important was the use of “good news” to refer to the arrival of an emperor and his benefactions…. [T]he sentiment expressed in the famous calendrical inscription of 9 BC found in Priene (near Ephesus) and elsewhere was taken for granted: “Caesar [Augustus] through his appearance…has exceeded the hopes of all former good messages [euangelia], surpassing not only the benefactors who came before him, but also leaving no hope that anyone in the future would surpass him, and since for the world the birthday of the god was the beginning of his good messages [euangelion].”[19]

			

			In a letter to the Christian Church in the very heart of the Roman Empire, Saint Paul writes that the Christian gospel is “power” (Romans 1:16). The Greek word translated here as “power” is dunamis. This is the same word from which we get the word dynamite. In other words, the gospel isn’t news, let alone ordinary news, any more than the Allies landing at Normandy was news. That was extraordinary, explosive, life-changing news! It changed everything for the people living under Nazi occupation.

			The gospel is better than that. Infinitely better. Because there is a tyrant worse than Adolf Hitler and an occupying force worse than the Nazis, and there’s a good God who is better than the Allies.

			In my estimation, the single most urgent task in the Church right now is a compelling and attractive proclamation of the gospel. Why? For the simple reason that I don’t think most people have ever heard it. Fleming Rutledge, an author, pastor, and preacher, wrote a spectacular book called The Crucifixion: Understanding the Death of Jesus Christ. In it she writes, “In the final analysis, specialized theological knowledge can take us only so far; we need to know the story.”[20] If you work in the Church, if you follow the Church, you probably know that conversations within often remain at somewhat academic levels. These conversations are important, to be sure. But I couldn’t agree more with Rutledge. More than anything else right now, we need to know and preach “the story.”

			Rutledge and I are not the only ones who feel this way. Pope John Paul II, in a 1979 letter, described “the story” as “the initial ardent proclamation by which a person is one day overwhelmed and brought to the decision to entrust himself to Jesus Christ by faith.”[21]

			I would humbly invite you to go to any Catholic or Protestant assembly this Sunday and gently ask everyone there two questions. First: “How many people here have been overwhelmed by the gospel?” How many hands do you think would go up? Ten? Twenty, maybe? Second question: “How many people here have made the decision to entrust everything to Jesus in faith? Time. Body. Family. Children. Career. Reputation. Sexuality. Finances. Everything.” How many hands do you think would go up? Two, maybe? Frankly, I’m not even sure my hand would go up! Why? Again, I just don’t think most people have heard the gospel. Not in a concise and compelling way.

			A particular challenge for Catholics is the Lectionary that we read from at Mass each day. Now, don’t get me wrong. The Lectionary is an amazing gift for Catholics, as it exposes people to a wide selection of the Bible over the course of three years. But the Lectionary presupposes a person knows the Bible. How many of us really know the Bible?

			What about you? Have you been overwhelmed by the gospel? What does it even mean to be overwhelmed? Well, think of it this way: Have you been stunned by the reality of what God has done for you? How many of us walk into a church, look at the crucifix, and suddenly fall to our knees in thanksgiving and adoration? Shouldn’t we immediately collapse when we see what God has done for us? Probably. But many people quite sincerely don’t know what God has done for us.

			So what’s “the story”? Well, the way I break the story open is by posing four questions for us to consider. The first question is, “Why is there something rather than nothing?” The second is, “Why is everything so obviously messed up?” The third is, “What, if anything, has God done about it?” The fourth is, “If He’s done anything about it, how should I respond?” For each of these questions, I like to propose a single word: created, captured, rescued, and response. I think that these four questions and these four words can be a helpful way for us to wrap our minds around “the story” and better understand the gospel. Now, behind each of those four questions and four words stand stacks of books that we could spend the rest of our lives reading. But if we can start with these questions, know these answers, and find a way to compellingly communicate them to others, we’ll know and be able to share “the story.” And that will change our lives and potentially the lives of countless people all around us living in this New Great Depression.

			As
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