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Love of God
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Father Matt fell in love the moment he saw the new soloist leading the choir in the opening song. His large congregation was standing and singing and still arriving, but he was sure everyone saw the effect she had on him as he walked toward the altar.

He had been greeting latecomers in the back of church when the music began, and her high, clear voice caught him up in its wave of joy. Her voice made him want to sit in a pew and just listen, but it was the sight of her that set his nervous system vibrating. He was practiced in seeing women as floating heads so as not to be tempted by lustful thoughts, but her face was enough. She was a redhead like himself, but instead of his unruly orange hair, hers was a deep crimson that rolled out of her hairclip like a bow on a Christmas present. Her eyes were dark, smallish, but the perfect size for her pert nose. He wanted to touch his fingers to her lips as they opened for a long note.

“Don’t forget to introduce her,” Sister Monica said, leaning towards him as they walked in the procession.

“What?”

“The new vocalist. Introduce her.”

“What’s her name, again?” he whispered.

Sister Monica had already put her mouth to his ear. “Teresa. I know when you don’t listen to me.”

He remembered Sister Monica telling him now, but it had been a busy week and the news barely registered with him. This told him just how many community functions he attended during the week because the music was his favorite part of Catholic mass. 

Father Matt concentrated on the people in the pews. Touched the shoulders of women and shook men’s hands. Usually, he sang along with the choir as he did so. It made him feel like a lounge singer sometimes, but he wanted to connect with everyone and still get to sing along. This morning, though, he could only listen.

His two servers set the cross and the Bible in their appointed spots. Father Matt listened with bowed head, watching the boy’s basketball shoes and the girl’s flip flops shuffle along under their albs (tunics). Then he genuflected and crossed himself before stepping up onto the altar.

The music stopped and Father Matt stood in front of his congregation. “Good morning, my friends.”

“Good morning, Father,” they responded with energy. He had seen other priests do the pep squad what was that, I can’t hear you, but his congregation was spontaneous. He loved that he excited them like that.

“I would like everyone to welcome our new vocalist this morning. Wonderful job, Teresa. Beautiful.” The crowd applauded and Matt turned toward the choir with clapping hands. Teresa was tall and lean with red freckled arms against her green dress. He was relieved she was not big-bosomed- there was still temptation, but at least he could crop her figure out of his line of vision.

Then he saw her jagged, down-curve of a nervous frown and her self-consciousness endeared her to him. His heart only yearned harder for her when she managed a goofy smile where only her top teeth were visible.

Sister Monica’s voice cut through the clapping. “Maybe now Father Matt will let the choir sing a song once in a while without him.” Everyone laughed, including Father Matt, his eyes still on Teresa. It was then that her mouth rose to the most radiant smile he had ever seen.

He turned his head and then his eyes away. “Teresa has a beautiful voice. Simply wonderful. But there’s still not much of a chance of that, Sister Monica.”

After mass, Teresa met her parents and two of her younger sisters in the front pew. Alexis, the second youngest, gave her a smile and then tapped away on the keyboard of her cell phone. But her baby sister Bridget was just eight and hugged her. “Sissy, that was wonderful.”

“Nice job, Dear,” her mother said. “You’re coming home for dinner later?”

Her father touched her arm. “It’s good you can use that beautiful voice for something.”

Teresa smiled because that was high praise coming from her dad. It also felt exactly right. “I’m glad now Sister Monica made me take those solos.”

“And me,” he replied. “You wouldn’t even be in the choir if I hadn’t made you.”

Her mom had been herding her sisters towards the door, but she was instantly close to her husband. “Leave her alone, Thomas. It isn’t easy for Teresa to get over her shyness.”

Teresa walked them out and then went to her stand to straighten up and to look out at the empty pews. Loving music as she did, she had still clung to the anonymity of singing with other voices in a choir. Sister Monica had encouraged her to take on the role of vocalist. Like a good salesman, Sister Monica then insisted she sing at least three solos. 

Singing them made her feel as if she was finally loud enough for God to notice her. Father Matt had even stood with his eyes closed and listened to her voice. She loved how at some point in his homilies, he broke out into song like a musical. This told her he knew what music was for. She danced toward the exit with one thought. Father Matt liked my singing.
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Matt sat on the couch and observed his roommate, Father Leo, asleep in the recliner with Doritos crumbs on his shirt. With the remote in Leo’s hand and only the Packers on, Matt studied him. People thought they were an odd match as roommates. Even though Leo acted out skits for his homily and told jokes at the end of mass as the priest for Saint Mary’s across town, he was considered a traditionalist; He was slow to implement new things such as saying And with your spirit instead of And also with you. Matt had been the head pastor of St. Johns for six years but was still the young upstart with a rebellious streak. The truth was they both kept their message positive and focused on relating the Bible in terms of self-actualization. The bigger truth was they enjoyed having the two biggest congregations out of the twelve in the city.

Leo gets crushes on parishioners, Matt thought. Then he mentally scratched that. He develops a fondness for a woman. He’s too dedicated to let it develop into a crush. Matt looked at the husky priest with thinning blonde hair snoring next to him and wondered if women got crushes on him. Of course, they do was his answer. But how does Leo cool his own feelings.
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Leo stirred and then looked around the room to focus his eyes. “This is a good game,” he said. “Why weren’t you here to keep me awake?”

“I went for a walk after mass.” Matt leaned back. He had taken his collar off and put on a sweatshirt for his walk. Still, he rubbed at his neck. “I suppose I should get something to eat. I’m up for the teen mass tonight.”

“Once it’s no longer a new thing, you’re going to end up doing it every week.”

“Great. I enjoy it.” He took the remote the instant Leo put it down and flipped over to Turner’s Classic Movies. “Everyone won’t keep rotating?”

“You’re the young, good-looking priest. The high school girls love you and the older priests won’t want to compete with that.”

“You can rotate with me because you’re only ten years older. And look younger than me. You should do it.”

“Can’t stand a little adoration?”

“I’m not here to be adored. Not like you,” Matt razzed.

“They love it when you croon.”

“Croon?”

“Break out into song. You’re like in a Disney cartoon.”

“Thanks.”

“Seriously, Matt. I was joking, but it’s a wonderful thing.” He ate a Doritos off his shirt. “Music stirs the heart.”

Matt wanted Leo to do the teen mass. He was now afraid that he would fall for every young woman he met. He knew he should run his thoughts by Leo. Leo would understand. Instead, he tossed his feet up on the coffee table. “So does your dad jokes.”
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Teresa was not sure she felt entirely well as she made her way down the steps into the church basement. It was nerve-wracking enough to perform in class and sing a solo with the choir around you, but Sister Monica volunteered her to sing for Father Matt’s band. 

The basement was silent and the same as always, and she thought she had something wrong. In the inadequate light of a half a row of fluorescent lights, she saw the long tables and battered folding chairs. Off to the left was the kitchen with its large, antiquated appliances. Then she looked to the right and in the corner were Father Matt and two other guys. They heard the heavy door slam behind her upstairs and were now watching her.

“Good evening, Teresa,” Father Matt said. “Lovely solo on Sunday.”

She smiled at his blue eyes and crinkle of crow’s feet. Her heartbeat faster with each syllable of her name off his tongue.

“And thanks for coming.” I am a schoolboy trying to impress a girl with his band. “We are putting out an inspirational CD for the diocese. I thought maybe we’d play a little and if you liked what you heard, you’d join us. It’s an extra time commitment, I know.”

“No, I’m in,” she said. “Singing on Sunday. I knew this is for me.”

He adjusted his guitar on its strap. “Great. But I’ll let you meet Lee and Kevin, so you know what you’re getting into. That’s Lee on keyboards and Kevin behind the drums.”

She tried to listen to the history of their friendship but was thinking of what her sisters had said about Father Matt. Katie, two years older than her, thought he was funny looking, but Natalie, the oldest sister, used the word hot. Hot? I don’t know. But he has kindness in his eyes. Matt looked up at her from tuning his guitar. Which is sexy.

They played “Yes, We Believe” and then “Lord of the Dance” with Teresa singing. Matt looked up from strumming his guitar to sing along, but then just listened. 

Six notes into “We are Called,” Kevin stopped playing. “Okay, you guys know you have to sing a duet together, right?”

“No,” Matt answered. “I mean, I don’t want to trample on your voice, Teresa.”

Teresa had her jagged smile that made his heart flutter again. “Father-”

“Matt. Please. You can’t go around calling me that. I’m always a priest. But I’m also always a person, too.”

“Matt,” she tried out. Her smile got a little more jagged.

Lee leaned over and put his hand on Matt’s shoulder. Then he smacked him in the head lightly. “Don’t mind him. He loves saying that. He gave me that ‘I am just a regular person’ speech three times before he realized I was calling him Father Kowalitz as a joke. On the other hand, he makes me call him Father on the golf course, so people let us play through.”

She leaned forward and put her hand to the side of her mouth and did a fake whisper. “Don’t you think not trampling on my voice is a load of crap? Our voices will sound great together.”

Matt laughed. “Okay. Okay.” He scratched his head. “I have a song for us then.” He stood up, took a pause, and sang.


“Sing my song, people of God.

Sing so that everyone knows.

Let them hear the love we share

In our gift of music.



When I sing with you.

I give the gift of His love.

And when the people dance

they send it back.

Sing along so I know

you feel the same.






When we sing

our voices as one

we take the gift

of love from Jesus

and fill our hearts

with adoration.”





Teresa held her breath so that his deep melodic voice echoing alone in the basement didn’t make her cry. He seemed to sing it to her. She nodded.

Matt shrugged his shoulders. “Anyway, that’s the jist of it.”
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Matt stood in the basement like an idiot. Teresa was using the bathroom while Lee and Kevin had bailed to the rectory to bum some beers off Father Leo. He told himself that he needed to escort Teresa to her car, but now he wondered if he wanted an excuse to be alone with her. When he was a kid, a goofy one, he used to say “Gulp” like a cartoon character in a scary situation. He almost said it now to see this nervous and beautiful woman come out of the bathroom.

“The guys bailed already. I have to lock up.”

I don’t want to go home yet. She said something else, so she did not speak her thought. “It’s gloomy down here but I guess it doesn’t need to look nice.” 

Matt looked at the part of her hair. Felt his feet hot in his black dress shoes. “Maybe we need to spruce things up. Paint and get a few plants. I never thought about it. To tell you the truth, this is my favorite place in the church.”

“I meant-”

“No. You’re right. It’s ugly down here. I just meant the things that go on. The pancake breakfasts and religious education. Even the meals we prepare down here for funerals. It’s special to see our elderly women in a flurry of activity to make a meal for those grieving. I also like to think of the women down here getting dressed for weddings.” He turned red at how that sounded. She blushed for him. “I meant mother and sisters doing everything to make the bride’s wedding perfect. Even the bride, that is, well, bitching at everyone; she’s thinking more of how to be a good wife and live a life God wants her to more than when she is up at the altar. During the ceremony, she’s just trying to enjoy the experience. As she should.”

Teresa looked at him. “That’s exactly how my sister Maggie was.”

“Margaret Adamski?”

They both smiled. She had been a terror on her wedding day. “How did you know?”

“I just realized.” He sat on the edge of one of the long tables. “I remembered you from somewhere. What was it like growing up in a big family? Six girls?”

“Seven. First tell me about your family.”

Teresa hopped up onto an adjacent table as Matt talked. “I have one younger brother. He’s a bit of a rabble-rouser. That’s the best way to describe him, but he’s actually a better person than me.”

“Better than a priest?”

Matt nodded. In the back of his mind, he worried about Kevin and Lee wondering where he was, but it had been a while since he had a real conversation as a person and not as a Father. “I’ve always had a strong faith. But I have many shortcomings.”

“Did you always know?”

“That I wanted to be a priest? No. I had a normal childhood. I played sports and had girlfriends in high school. I didn’t get the calling until freshman year of college.”

“Still, your parents must be proud.”

“Yeah. Even though my mom desperately wants grandkids. Hopefully, my brother will settle down. She never quite got over not having more kids. We always wanted to be a big family. Like yours.”

Teresa pulled out a chair and put her feet on it. “I loved my childhood. We all went to parochial school and we’re like this perfect Catholic family.” Teresa pulled on the tongue of her shoe. Matt stared at her Nike’s and her white socks with pink swooshes on them.

“Only,” he said.

“I was jealous of my friends who didn’t have to compete for attention. I guess I’ve always felt lost in the shuffle of a big family.” She met his gaze. “That feeling changed the instant I sang the other morning for you. I mean during mass.”

“It’s something special,” he said, trampling the end of her sentence. “To sing for people.”

It was late when he finally walked her to her car. Leo would ask him where the hell he had been because Lee and Kevin had gone home already. Then he would mention that it was risky to be alone with a young woman. Matt would tell him, “Yes, I know.” 

Matt felt this excitement before, walking alone with a pretty girl to her car at night. The excitement mixed with his stomach churning because he did not want to be a bad priest.

He had spent time with pretty girls in his day, but he had not felt so much for them. So, he told himself he wanted the moment of walking in the shoes of the lucky guy that was in love with Teresa or would get to be in love with her.

“Thanks, Matt,” she said at her car door. Don’t climb in, she told herself. Let yourself feel what it would be like to be close to him.

“For what?”

“I found it so easy to talk to you.”

He wanted to kiss her. Even a friendly peck on the cheek. That wouldn’t be so bad, and maybe he’d get it out of his system. He smiled instead. “So. We’ll do a duet on Sunday?”
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Matt prayed. He prayed all that week and got up extra early on Sunday to meditate on Teresa before mass. Prayer was part of his vocation. It had always been part of his life. But even the metaphysical part of him believed prayer (Christian, Judaism, Buddhism- all of them) was simply a good way to meditate and practice gratitude. Now he asked for strength and guidance in handling his feelings for Teresa. He got off his knees and thought of what he told Leo, who sometimes thought his views were too liberal. No one should question my commitment to the church. He didn’t think about the fact that the only one questioning it at the moment was himself.

As he came forward toward the altar during the opening hymn, he felt the vivacity of a full church and heard the consonance of his congregation. It made him want the mass to go on forever. Teresa’s voice was loud and clear over the other voices, and he nodded towards her and the rest of the choir. He stood and swayed as they finished singing. He stood for a few more moments before he grabbed his guitar off its stand and sat on a stool. Hooking his heels on a rung, he refocused himself to his congregation. “I thought Teresa and I would start the morning with a song.” 

Teresa began their duet as he strummed along. They had rehearsed, but the acoustics of the church and the extra clearness of her voice made him impatient to join his voice with hers. He watched his fingers on the fret board and then looked out at his parishioners once he joined his voice with hers. Matt didn’t want to be moved by seeing her sing. They both eyed the back of the church.

It didn’t matter. Their voices rose and brought along Lee on piano and Kevin on the drums. Their voices vibrated through the church and through them and through their families and friends. The instruments let go of the melody and their voices pushed even higher through the coda.

There was silence for a few moments, except it wasn’t silence for those in the church. They continued to experience the song. They applauded, finally, and then stood up. Matt still did not look over at Teresa. Later Teresa would tell him how she refused to look at him either, but one of her sisters had said he was flushed red.
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She led the choir on Sundays, and the two of them practiced with Lee and Kevin on Tuesdays. Teresa sang for many of the weddings Father Matt officiated. This gave them an excuse to talk on the phone. Their conversations had to be dragged to a stop. 

They could not let days go by without seeing each other. Between her classes, they went to lunch and sat in restaurants until Matt became habitually tardy for things. He argued with Father Leo and himself that he was allowed to have female friends. Was he supposed to not interact with half of his parish? Teresa was always appropriate, which was a lot more than he could say about other women in the parish. He was involved in many activities in the city’s Catholic community, and more than a few women flirted with him. 

He did not see a problem until it was his parish’s rotation to run the soup kitchen on Tuesday night and he found himself resenting not seeing Teresa at practice. Then he felt relief, which was worse because it was like he had been sneaking around. Matt, while not usually seeing things in a traditional manner, saw it as a divine intervention. Teresa had been a test of his faith and now God had come to him with an out before he did something stupid.
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The next Tuesday, Matt came whistling through the front door of the soup kitchen with his Lettuce Pray apron over his shoulder to find Teresa hefting a large container of buttered bread onto the serving table. 

He walked up behind her and leaned in. “Teresa, what are you doing here?”

She jumped. Matt knew he had failed at sounding jovial. “I’m volunteering. After all, I have Tuesday nights open now.”

“This worries me.”

“Why?” 

“It just does,” he said, deciding that maybe they had crossed a line.

Teresa turned her head away from him as she adjusted the container already adequately arranged on the table. 
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Father Matt opened some packages of paper plates while she fiddled with the saran wrap over the sandwiches. Then he looked at Teresa, his friend that came to help him and now had her mass of hair matted to her head with a hairnet. “So, how is it so far?”

“Awful.” Her answer almost on top of his question. “I mean, I don’t know how to do anything like this. I have to wear these weird plastic gloves and I’m being bossed around.”

“Did you get to meet any of our customers, yet?”

Teresa didn’t answer. Instead, she rewrapped her apron strings around and tied them in the front. Mat motioned her to follow him, and they went to the other end of the table to pour some Kool-Aid into paper cups. “Matt, I’m a snob,” she said finally. “These people smell and gross me out. I don’t want to even get near them, and now you think I’m stalking you.”

Matt shook his head. “No, you’re not. Honestly, that’s how I reacted at first, too. But you’ll come to like these people.”

Their first customer did not help her believe that. He was short, with large plastic glasses and a wind-burned face. He smelled like a campground outhouse. “Priest,” he said. “Just so you know, I need a meal, but not no prayers. I don’t got religion. Not even a little.”

Matt outstretched the ladle towards him. “Well, do you try to be a good person?”

“I do, sir.”

“Then you’re religious enough for me.”

––––––––
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Matt walked into the basement to pull the hamburger out of the freezer for Thursday. He found Teresa stocking the dry goods shelves. This was a job assigned to people being more of a hindrance than a help in the kitchen. Even though her stiff apron was less than flattering, he turned away because he could only see her as radiating beauty.

He didn’t even think she had noticed him, but she called his name. “Matt.” Then she sat down on a low step stool. “I’m not cut out for this.” 

“It’s okay.” He pushed a steel cart over to the battered freezer. Then he stood by her. “It’s not for everyone. You were brave.”

“I wanted to love it. And I do like helping.”

“I’m sorry I acted like I didn’t want you here.” The basement was quiet, and Matt realized how alone they were. There was no reason for anyone else to come down, but it wouldn’t look right if someone did. Still, he took a step closer to her.

“It was dumb to come here. I didn’t want to give up our Tuesdays.”

He leaned over her. To whisper to her she was too much of a temptation. Instead, he said. “Me either.” Near her, he couldn’t stop himself from getting closer and kissing her. He experienced her lips, cold and tasting of cherry Chapstick. He felt how her lips did not kiss back until he began to pull away.

When they moved apart, she was crying. He wanted to touch her pale skin. He wanted to kiss her again for the pure emotion on her face. “I’m sorry,” he said. He was sorry that he had done such an inappropriate thing and sorry that he would not be able to do it again.

“I know,” she said, looking at the metal shelf next to him. The scuffed shelf with its gray spots from being flicked with a wet mop. He kneeled to meet her eyes. 

She spoke. “I kissed Matt.”

“Matt kissed you,” he said, wondering what she meant.

“You feel guilty. I feel guilty, but I kissed a man. You’re a priest now, kneeling in front of me. Father Don scared me when I was a kid. I was so afraid that I would do something sinful in front of him. He had shiny shoes and a voice that always sounded like he needed a cough drop. That is what a priest is, and that is what you are now. But I kissed Matt. Something I wanted for so long. I would do it again. Except I see the guilt on your face. So, this is the deal. We get through this. We keep being friends.”

“Yeah.” He nodded. He had sinned, but he believed God would let them. He had been tempted, and he had failed. But Teresa was good.

****
[image: ]


Roger, Matt’s father, said grace and then took up the bowl of mashed potatoes. “Matt, we haven’t seen much of you. Except Sundays, of course.”

“Then Jason hasn’t seen me much at all.” He gave his brother a smirk. The truth was that it was not a good thing to point out to their dad and Matt knew it.

“You’re the one that signed up for church for the rest of your life, not me.” Jason, the lucky brother with curly blonde hair instead of red, glared at him.

“Jason, I’m kidding. This is me, not Father Don.”

His mom looked at him. “What about what Dad said, Matt? And not going to church on Sunday is a sin.”

“I’m just busy. I have the biggest congregation in the city.”

“There’s nothing wrong with a small church,” Roger snapped.

“I’m not saying there is.”

“Father Don didn’t fill up the church, but he had a relationship with everyone in his congregation.” Roger went on as if he hadn’t heard his son. “Heck, I miss knowing the family that sat next to us in the pews.”

Matt chewed and considered how snarky his comments had been. He was definitely guilty of bragging about being popular and maybe six other sins. Father Don had the same effect on him as he did on Teresa until working with him as an associate pastor. Father Don had been intimidating in some ways, but Matt wanted to be as good a person as Father Don and maybe a better priest.

“I wasn’t comparing my congregation to anyone’s. Father Don’s church had quality over my quantity. I can’t duplicate what he had and that’s okay. I love anybody’s path to God.”

“Except for the Episcopalians, of course,” Jason said, laughing at the unmalicious family joke that Matt even used in his homilies.

Matt tried to laugh along as he folded his green beans into his mashed potatoes. He was out of step with his family, and it seemed obvious he didn’t want to be there. Then Jason’s joke made him think of religions that allowed their leaders to marry. “What about that?” Matt said a few minutes later. “What if we were Episcopalian?” 

“It’d make it harder for you to be a Catholic priest,” Jason said as seriously as he could.

“They’re fine folk,” Roger said with a full mouth. He chewed and then pointed at his family with his fork. “Anytime they want to rejoin the church, I’m sure the pope would welcome them in.” 

His mom refilled the dinner roll basket and set it between her sons. “I feel sorry for them. You can’t pick and choose God’s rules to follow, and God spoke through the Catholic Church.”

Matt believed each statement his mom had just said, but not paired together. And at the same time logic overruled doctrine and told him that mere men had made the rules and not God. And men made mistakes. After all, he was a holy man of the church and he had proven his fallibility.
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Matt pulled into the Culver’s parking lot between his parent’s place and the rectory and called her. “This is me talking to you like we always do.”

“Just a second,” Teresa answered. He heard her breathing and the noise of people around. Then he heard a door and the wind. He almost had to lay the cell phone down on the dashboard because it didn’t sound like she wanted to talk to him. But then she came back on. “Hi. I’m at the library.”

He fumbled to grab the phone. “Studying?”

“I don’t know what I’m doing. Mostly staring off into space.”

“I’m sorry, Teresa.” 

“Quit apologizing. I’m not an altar boy.” He heard people pass her. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it that way.”

“But you’re a young college student and I’m a-”

“I got a part in the fall musical.” There was silence on the phone. “Miss Hannigan in Little Orphan Annie.”

Matt loved her for the moment she had forged. Now they could go on and put the awkwardness behind them. He thought of not taking it. To ask her to meet him somewhere instead. He thought of how he wouldn’t be the first priest to have an affair.

“Matt, are you there?”

“Yes. Wonderful. I can’t wait to see the play.”

****
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Father Matt procured a Monster energy drink from the frig and was returning to his office when he felt Sister Monica’s eyes on his back. He stopped like a cowboy that heard the cocking of a six-gun behind him.

“Oh, Father Matt.” 

“Sister Monica. Good evening.”

She took a step away from the doorway to her classroom. “You haven’t stopped by our class yet.”

He smiled. “I guess I haven’t. I’ll rectify that now.” He had avoided her adult confirmation class because he was avoiding her, and she knew it. He mocked bounded into the classroom. “Hello, I’m Father Matt. I should be in here taking notes,” he said to the eleven people sitting around a large conference table. “Sister Monica knows more about being a good Catholic than I do.” He hoped he only cringed on the inside at his comment. “What are we discussing in school tonight, children?” He got a good laugh because the strayed Catholics coming back to the church were all older than him.

Sister Monica stood in the doorway. “Bill sparked an interesting conversation by asking why women can’t be priests when we have such a shortage.”

Matt sipped his drink. “And what’s the answer, Sister Monica? I have been on the receiving end of many a powerful sermon from my mother.”

The sister let a beat pass where she neither dampened nor flamed the spirit of the joke. “A few from me as well, Father Matt. And anyone that wants to argue women’s inferiority to man in God’s eyes will get an earful. Yet God sees our different talents. I love that.”

“So,” a fiftyish man with gray hair and a gray beard said. “What talent do men have that women don’t then? Leadership?”

“Men are more suited for leadership, yes. The proof is the simple irrefutable fact that Jesus picked men to be his first priests. We need our priests to aspire to the apostles’ devotion.”

Sister Monica looked over at Matt. She continued because he did not show any signs of responding. “And the Bible is clear with its imagery that the church is the priest’s bride. This is important symbolism because our leaders must be as devoted as a new groom.”

A middle-aged woman in a Green Bay Packers sweatshirt sat up. “They should let priests get married. Other religions allow it, and it works fine.”

Matt nodded his head. “Someday they will have to allow it, I think.”

“It was an arbitrary thing anyway,” one of the men spoke up. “They used to allow priests to marry.”

Matt nodded his head again, trying to pretend that his personal life wasn’t involved in the question. “The early church wanted a way to keep a priest’s property when he died, and a celibate priest had no heirs.”

“Father Matt,” Sister Monica said. “You know that’s not the only reason. And just because something was abused in the past does not mean you shouldn’t heed it today. Another fact is that churches can barely support a priest. We cannot provide for a wife and children.” The sister walked around the room behind her students. There was no one more caring and warm than Monica, but Matt found her as intimidating as Darth Vader as she paced in her black skirt, vest with a white blouse, and wimple. “But that is not the point. Priests do not marry because the church is the priest’s bride. He must give his life and all his love to it. Just as Jesus did. A priest cannot divide his attention. The same goes for us nuns.”

“I know the arguments, Sister Monica.” Matt searched the room for support. “But then I think about what Reverend Michael always tells me from Good Shepherd. He always tells me how having a wife is a great comfort to him. She supports him.”

“She also divides his devotion. Someone has to get short-changed. The church or the wife. That shouldn’t happen to either.”

“However, God’s greatest gift is love for another. Giving yourself to another is God’s love. Shouldn’t devoted men and women of God receive God’s full bounty?”

“Matt. Father Matt. You’re speaking against church doctrine.”

“No, Sister.” He was sure he was blushing now. He was also sure that Sister Monica had just ambushed him. “Merely having a conversation. Thinking about our religion, even questioning it, as all of us in this room have, is a chance to recommit to our duty to God.”

––––––––
[image: ]


Sister Monica came to his doorway after everyone left. She slipped off her shoes. “Monica,” he said; then looked up.

“Tonight. I didn’t mean to be confrontational. I only wanted-”

“I’ve been avoiding you. It’s your job to watch over me.”

“Well, yes.” She came into his office and sat down in a chair. “To help you. Something’s wrong.”

Matt wanted to cajole his friend. Tell her a story and have her tell one in turn. It had been so easy to commiserate with her on the minor irritations of a vocational life, but another to talk about straying from his vows to God. “I made an appointment a little while ago. I’m going to go talk to the bishop tomorrow.”

“Well.” She took a big breath. “If you need anything from me, you ask it.”

“Monica, it’s not a question of if I will need you.”

****
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Matt had his hand on his cell phone before he was awake enough to know it was going off. As a priest, he expected to get calls in the middle of the night, but it took him a moment to form words.

“Matt, are you there?”

“Teresa. Is everything all right?”

“I just needed to talk to you.”

He sat up in bed. “Okay. You sure you’re, okay?”

“Thanks for coming to see the play tonight.”

“You’re not making sense. Of course, I was going to be there. Where are you?”

“In the study lounge of my dorm. The one in the basement.” She let out a sigh, a releasing of energy. “Tonight, you told me I would go far. You could see me on Broadway.”

“Teresa, please tell me why you’re crying.”

“I don’t want to be on Broadway. People are telling me I need to go on a TV show or move to Los Angeles. I don’t want that.” She snuffled. “I want a family. A bunch of tow-headed little boys.”

“We’d probably have to adopt then.” Matt laughed to coax her into laughing too. He didn’t hear her respond, and it made him get up and pace his bedroom. “Listen. Teresa. I didn’t mean-”

“That’s my problem. The real sick problem is that’s how I think of us. I imagine how our children would look. I keep thinking of our kiss. And I know I should feel bad for it, but I don’t. Instead, I feel like I have this wonderful present, but I’m not allowed to open it. You can just be friends, but I can’t, Matt.”

“No. I feel the same way.” He sat back down on his bed, realizing he wanted her to describe love in that way. “That’s why I’m meeting with the bishop.” He had only wanted to ask for guidance from him, but now he knew what he would do. “I am going to resign. I want us to be together.”

“What are you saying? I don’t want that. I can’t cause that.”

He smiled a little at the phone because he was full of confusion and doubt, but now at least he had a plan. “Teresa, I don’t think God can be mad at love.”

“But people can. Think of what people will think of me.”

“I hadn’t looked at it that way.” He tried to figure out why he hadn’t. Was I naïve or arrogant? “It will be all right. Those that love us will forgive.”

“They will forgive you and hate me. It’s me they will blame.

He could not bear her saying the words hate me. “What can we do?”

––––––––
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“Teresa, are you still there?” Matt had been listening to the sound of nothing, but he too, hadn’t been able to say anything.”

“Okay.” She answered.

“Okay? Can you tell me what that means?”

She gave the smallest laugh. “No. I don’t want you to stop being a priest. But I need you to come to me as a person.”

“That’s what I need too. But in the eyes of the church, I will always be a priest.”

“In your eyes is what matters.”

He struggled not to cry. “I don’t know how not to be a priest.”

“Then, Father Matt. I will wait until you do.”

****
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Father Matt and Bishop Kaufman had the congenial greeting and quick laughs they often shared when they met. But then the bishop shut the door and sat with his hands clasped together. “Matt,” he said. 

“Bishop Kaufman.” Matt paused. Ordination was forever and a sacred power. He believed this. His stomach churned to know he was turning his back on it. 

“It’s okay. I realize something is the matter. So, let’s talk about it.”

Matt rubbed the tops of his legs. “I want to step down from my position.”

“You want another parish?”

“I want to leave the priesthood. I am leaving the priesthood.”

Bishop Kaufman’s hands fell to his lap. “Have you prayed on this?”

“Yes.”

“Is it because of a woman?”

“Yes.”

“Are you currently involved with this woman? Let’s be blunt, Matt. Have you broken your vows of celibacy?”

“No. I mean I kissed her. But otherwise, we, I, haven’t acted on our feelings.”

“That’s good. That makes laicization easier. But I want you to consider this fully. You have given God the greatest gift a person can give. Freely and willingly. It was something you really thought through before undertaking. You are a man of God, Matt. A good priest.”

“This is not an impulse. I know.” Matt faltered. “I know what it means. I can resign, but I still have my vows. I wouldn’t come here. I couldn’t come here and face you unless I was sure
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