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The God

Is near, and hard to grasp.

But where there is danger,

A rescuing element grows as well

                      — FRIEDRICH HÖLDERLEIN




Besides being wise, the Teacher also taught the people

knowledge, weighing and studying and arranging

many proverbs.

                      — ECCLESIASTES 12:9




Dedicated to the memory of three wise and faithful

servants of God

                      Msgr. Jiří Reinsberg (d. January 6, 2004)

                      Pope John Paul II (d. April 2, 2005)

                      Brother Roger of Taizé (d. August 16, 2005)




But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you,

for power is made perfect in weakness” (…) for when

I am weak, then I am strong.

                      — 2 CORINTHIANS 12:9–10
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The Confessor’s Night

The faith spoken of throughout this book (and which gave rise to it) is paradoxical in nature. One must therefore use paradoxes in order to write about it honestly and not superficially, and one can only live it—honestly and not superficially—as a paradox.

It’s conceivable that some poetical “religion of nature” of the romantics or some pedagogical “religion of morality” of the Enlightenment might manage without paradoxes, but not a Christianity worthy of the name. At the core of Christianity is the enigmatic Easter story—that great paradox of victory through defeat.

I want to meditate on these mysteries of faith—as well as on many problems of our world, which these mysteries illuminate—with the help of two clues—two paradoxical statements from the New Testament. The first is Jesus’ “For human beings this is impossible, but for God all things are possible”;1 the second is Saint Paul’s “for when I am weak, then I am strong.”2

The books that I have written here in the summertime solitude of a forest hermitage in the Rhineland are each of a different genre but they all have something in common: it has always been my intention to share experience from different areas of my activity and thereby also, from another viewpoint, to help diagnose the present-day climate—“to read the signs of the times.”

On this occasion, as the title of the book implies, I wish to share my experience as a confessor. In order to forestall any misapprehensions or possible disappointment on the part of readers: this book will contain advice to neither confessors nor those who confess, and in no way will it lift the veil on what is said in confession, which is safeguarded, as is well known, by a pledge of absolute discretion. What I would like to share is how the present period—this world and its extrinsic and intrinsic aspects—is viewed by someone who is accustomed to listening to others as they acknowledge their faults and shortcomings, as they confide their conflicts, weaknesses, and doubts, but also their longing for forgiveness, reconciliation, and inner healing—for a fresh start.

For many years of my service as a priest, more than a quarter of a century, I have been regularly available for several hours, at least once a week, to people who come to the sacrament of reconciliation, or, because many of them are anabaptized or non-practicing Catholics, for a “spiritual chat.” I have thus lent an ear to several thousand people. It is likely that some of them confided to me things they had never spoken about even with their nearest and dearest. I realize that this experience has shaped my perception of the world maybe more than my years of study, my professional activity, or my travels around the seven continents of our planet. It has been my lot to have worked in a number of occupations. Every profession involves seeing the world from a different viewpoint. Surgeons, painters, judges, journalists, businesspeople, or contemplative monks, all view the world with a different focus and from a particular perspective. Confessors, too, have their own way of viewing the world and perceiving reality.

I believe that nowadays, after hours of confession, every priest who is no longer naïve and yet not cynical must be tired by the often difficult task of helping people seek the narrow, conscientious path between the Scylla of the harsh and uncompromising “thou must and thou shalt not” that cuts heartlessly like cold steel into the flesh of painful, complex, and unique life stories, and the Charybdis of the wishy-washy, speciously softhearted “everything’s OK so long as you love God.” Saint Augustine’s dictum “Love and do what you will” is truly the royal road to Christian freedom, but it is feasible only for those who know the difficulties, risks, and responsibility involved in truly loving.

The art of accompanying people on a spiritual journey is “maieutical,” that is, of the nature of the art of the midwife, as “care of the soul” was described by Socrates in honor of his mother (Kierkegaard adopted the term also). It is necessary, without any manipulation, to help specific individuals, in their unique situations, to find their way and arrive at a solution for which they are capable of accepting responsibility. “The law is clear,” but life is complex and multivalent; sometimes the right answer is to have the courage and patience to keep asking the question.

It is usually late at night by the time I get home after hearing the last of those waiting for me in the church. I have never entirely managed to do what people in the “caring professions” are advised to do, that is, not to bring their clients’ problems home with them. On occasions it can take me a long time to get to sleep.

At such moments, as one might expect from a priest, I also pray for those who have put their trust in me. Sometimes, though, in order to “retune” myself, I reach for the newspaper or the book on my bedside table, or I listen to the late-night news broadcast. And it is at those very moments that I realize that I perceive what I am reading or listening to—all those testimonies to what is happening in our world—in much the same manner as when listening to those people over the previous hours in church. I perceive them from a confessor’s perspective, in a manner that I learned over many years both in my previous profession of clinical psychologist and even more so in my service as a priest hearing confessions. Namely, I endeavor to listen patiently and attentively, to discriminate and do my best to understand, so as to obviate the risk of asking seemingly prying questions that might be wounding. I try also to “read between the lines” and understand what people are unable (and slightly unwilling) to say in so many words, for reasons of shame, shyness, or embarrassment, or because the matter is so delicate and complicated, one that they are unaccustomed to speaking about, and they are therefore “lost for words.” By then I am also searching for the right words to comfort or encourage them, or, if necessary, to show it is possible to look at the matter from a different angle and appraise things differently from how they perceive them and evaluate them at that particular moment. My questions are aimed at bringing them to reflect on whether they are concealing something fundamental from themselves. Confessors are neither interrogators nor judges; nor are they psychotherapists—and they have only a limited amount in common with psychologists. People come to confessors in the expectation and hope that they will provide them with more than is implicit in their human skills, their specialist education, or their practical experience, both “clinical” and personal—that they have at their disposal words whose sense and healing power emanate from those depths we call the sacrament: mysterion—the sacral mystery.

A confessional conversation without a “sacral dimension” would be mere psychotherapy (and often amateurish and superficial to boot). On the other hand, a mechanically performed “sacrament” and nothing more, without any context of human encounter, in the sense of conversation and keeping company in the spirit of the Gospel (as Christ did when he accompanied his sad and confused disciples on the road to Emmaus), could degenerate into something akin to mere magic.

People sometimes come to a confessor, at least to the confessor whose confession this book is, in situations in which their entire “religious system”—their thinking, their experience, and their behavior—is in a greater or lesser state of crisis. They feel themselves to be in a “blind alley” and are often unaware whether it happened as the result of some more or less conscious or self-confessed moral failing or “sin,” or whether it is to do with some other changes in their personal life and relationships, or whether they have only now realized the outcome of some long and unperceived process during which their faith dwindled and guttered out. Sometimes they feel a void, because in spite of their sincere endeavors and often long years of spiritual search they have not found a sufficiently convincing answer in the places they have looked so far, or what had so far been their spiritual home has started to seem constricted or spurious.

Despite the uniqueness of individual human stories, after years of practice as a confessor one discovers certain recurrent themes. And that is the second aspect of the confessor’s experience to which this book seeks to provide a testimony. Through the multitude of individual confessions, which are protected, as has been said, by the seal of absolute discretion, the confessor comes into contact with something that is more general and common to all, something that lies beneath the surface of individual lives and belongs to a kind of “hidden face of the times,” to their “inner tuning.”

It is particularly when you accompany young people on their spiritual journey that you have access to a kind of seismograph enabling you to gauge to a certain extent impending tremors and changes in the world, or a Geiger counter recognizing the level of spiritual and moral contamination within the society in which we live. It sometimes strikes me—even though I’m very rationally minded and have a powerful aversion to the fashionable shady world of occult premonitions and spiritualist table tapping—that the events that subsequently erupt onto the surface and shake the world, such as wars, terrorist attacks, or even natural disasters, have some kind of analogy or even augury in people’s inner world and are presaged long in advance by changes in the spiritual lives of many individuals and the “mood of the times.”

In that sense, therefore, my very extensive, although also limited, “confessional experience” colors my view of contemporary society. I constantly compare it with what is written by my professional colleagues: philosophers, sociologists, psychologists, and theologians, as well as by historians and journalists, of course.

At a time when evil is becoming globalized in a striking fashion—its most blatant manifestation being international terrorism, although natural disasters also constitute one aspect of it—and our human intellect is incapable of sufficiently grasping these phenomena, let alone averting them, there seems little chance of resuscitating the optimism of the modern era. Our epoch is definitely a post-optimistic one.

Optimism, as I understand it, is the conviction that “everything is OK,” and a naïve tendency to trust that something will ensure that things will get better and better—that if, at this moment, we don’t happen to be living in “the best of all possible worlds,” we shall soon achieve that optimum. That redemptive “something” that optimism relies on can be scientific and technological progress, the power of the human intellect, revolution, social engineering, various schemes dreamt up by “engineers of human souls,” or pedagogical and social experiments in social reform—this is the secular version of optimism. But there also exists a religious version of optimism, which consists of reliance on a consecrated stage director who extricates us from our problems like a “deus ex machina,” because, after all, we have reliable tools (all we need is to “believe with all our strength” and hold “prayer crusades”) whereby we can induce Him to satisfy our requests infallibly.

I reject secular and “pious” optimism alike, on account of both their naïveté and their superficiality, and because of their unavowed striving to make the future (and possibly God) fit into our limited visions, plans, and perceptions about what is good and right. Whereas Christian hope is openness and a readiness to search for meaning in what is to come, I sense at the back of this caricature a cockeyed assumption that we always know in advance, after all, what is best for us.

Much has already been written about the naïveté of secular optimism (an Enlightenment faith in “progress” as the panacea) and its failure. However, I would like to take a stand against “religious optimism”—facile belief, making use of people’s anxiety and suggestibility for a manipulatory “bargain with God,” and providing simplistic “pious” answers to complex questions.

It is my deeply held belief that we must not conceal our crises. We must not evade or elude them. And we must not let them scare us. Only when we have passed through them can we be “remolded” into a state of greater maturity and wisdom. I would like, in this book, to show that the crisis of the world around us, and also the “crises of religion” (whether that is taken to mean the decline in the influence and stability of traditional religious institutions, the dwindling persuasiveness of existing systems of religious interpretations of the world and faith, or personal crises in “spiritual life”) are enormous windows of opportunity opened to us by God. These are challenges for us “to put out into the deep.”

I regard the awakening of just such an attitude to life—not avoiding crises but taking up one’s cross—to be one of Christianity’s most valuable contributions. Christianity is not primarily “a system of dogmatic texts,” but instead a method, a way, a route.3 Following the way of the one who did not evade the darkness of Gethsemane, Good Friday, or the “descent into hell” of Holy Saturday.

Every Christian has heard plenty of reflections and sermons on the theme of the Easter events, but has Easter really become the key to understanding our life and the present situation of the Church? For many of us “the cross” tends to evoke purely personal problems, such as illness and old age. I fear that the notion that a great deal within ourselves, within the Church, within our faith, and within our certainties has to “die off,” to be crucified, in order to make room for the Resurrected one is quite alien to many of us Christians.

When we confess the Easter faith, at whose center is the paradox of victory through an absurd defeat, why are we so afraid of our own defeats—including the demonstrable weaknesses of Christianity in the world of today? Isn’t God speaking to us through these realities, similar to the way He did when He spoke through the events that we commemorate when we read the story of Easter?

Yes, the form of religion that we are accustomed to is truly “dying off.” The history of religion and the history of Christianity consist of periods of crisis and periods of renewal; the only religion that is truly dead is one that does not undergo change, the one that has dropped out of that rhythm of life.

It is not by chance that the Christian thinkers whom we might term “theologians of paradox”—such as Saint Paul, Augustine, Pascal, or Kierkegaard—all lived at crucial moments in the history of faith, and through their interpretations they were able to indicate “the signs of the times” and open up new scope for the life of faith: Paul at the moment when early Christianity parted ways with Judaism, Augustine amid the turbulence after the fall of Rome, Pascal in the upheavals that gave rise to the modern world, and Kierkegaard when this world of mass civic Christianity of modern times was finally beginning to fall apart.

At the present time, as I shall try to show in several places in this book, we are witnessing the withering away of a type of religion (and Christianity) that came into existence at the time of the Enlightenment—partly under its influence and partly in reaction to it. It is withering away with its epoch: “modern times.” As on many occasions in history, this situation of faith can be interpreted “optimistically” or “catastrophically”: the “optimistic” interpretation offers various “technical solutions” (a return to premodern religion or a facile “modernization of religion”). The catastrophic vision speaks (yet again) of Christianity’s final demise.4 What I’m attempting here is a totally different approach to “our present crisis”: I shall endeavor to interpret it as “an Easter paradox.” The mystery of Easter forms the very nub of Christianity, and precisely within that I see a method of dealing with the present “problems of Christianity,” religion, and the world in which we live.

The deliberations in this book seek to take the theology and spirituality of paradox a step further. What I describe as “the theology of paradox” can be traced throughout the tradition of Christian thought from the apostle Paul, Tertullian, Origen, and Augustine, then on through Dionysius the Areopagite and the whole tradition of “negative theology” and the philosophical mystics, from Meister Eckhart to John of the Cross, and from Pascal and Kierkegaard to today’s “postmodernists,” John Caputo and Jean-Luc Marion, or my favorite author Nicholas Lash. It is evident also in Jewish mysticism and theology from the earliest times up to modern Jewish thinkers, particularly Martin Buber, Hans Jonas, and Abraham Heschel. Analogously with “deep psychology” and “deep ecology” we might perhaps speak about deep theology—that is, the kind that emphasizes “the hiddenness of God.”5 My reflections seek to demonstrate that the paradox of faith is not simply a topic for theological speculation; it can also be “lived” and become the key to understanding the spiritual situation and challenges of our times.

The “Paschal Mystery” is the source of the power that has been entrusted to confessors, the power to “bind and loose,” and heal the wounds caused in the world by evil and guilt. Whenever I use the words of the absolution, the ones I find of greatest substance are: “through the death and resurrection of his Son.”6 Without this “power of Easter,” confession (and the entire sacrament of reconciliation) would really be no more than what it is imagined to be by outsiders—an opportunity to “unburden oneself,” get things off one’s chest, let off steam, seek advice—in other words, something for which one could easily substitute a wise woman or a psychoanalyst’s couch. In reality the sacrament of reconciliation is something else entirely, something much deeper: the healing fruits of the Easter events.

When the apostle Paul started to talk to the Greeks on the Areopagus in Athens about the meaning of Easter and the mystery of the Resurrection, most of them turned away from him in scorn because they thought they already knew plenty of myths like that. They gave him no opportunity to explain that he meant something entirely different by the expression “resurrection from the dead” than what they imagined and scorned. Only a few of them, a certain Dionysius the Areopagite, his wife, Damaris, and several others, stood by Paul.7

I ask myself: How many such Dionysiuses can I expect among my readers, now that I intend, up to the end of this chapter (which I expect to be the “hardest” passage of the entire book), to embark on reflections about the same mystery, which is shrouded in so many misapprehensions?

It is news of the Resurrection that marks the moment when the Gospels become “good news” (euangelion), a liberating message of salvation—the resurrection that even the disciples initially found unbelievable and impossible. It is not surprising; it definitely is “impossible,” in the sense, at least, that something of the kind is beyond the possibilities of human action or human understanding. It is radically different from anything that we or any other human being has experienced. Jesus’s Resurrection in the biblical and theological sense is not the “resuscitation of a corpse,” a return to a former state, to this world, and to this life that once more ends in death. The New Testament authors, and particularly the profoundest of them, Paul, were at pains to ensure that we do not confuse these things.8 The Resurrection of Christ is not another miracle such as the marvels familiar to every reader of the Bible. This concept (image or metaphor, if you wish, because all attempts to speak about God rely on images and metaphor9) means much more. That is why this message—the Gospel about the Resurrection—demands a much more radical response from us than simply forming an opinion about what happened to Jesus’s corpse; first and foremost it is necessary to do something about our own lives: we, too, must undergo a profound change, in Paul’s words “to die with Christ and rise from the dead.” Belief in the Resurrection implies the courage to “take up one’s cross” and the determination to “live a new life”; only when the event, of which the Easter story speaks, transforms our existence does it become “good news” for us, words “full of life and strength.”

The Easter story can be read in two quite different ways. Either as a drama in two acts: in the first act a just and innocent man is sentenced to death and executed, and then, in the second act, is resurrected and accepted by God. Or as a drama in one act in which both versions of the story take place at the same time.

In the first interpretation the “Resurrection” is the happy ending, and the entire story is a typical myth or optimistic fairy tale. I can hear a story like that and think to myself that that was more or less the way it happened (which people confuse with “faith”), or I can conclude that it didn’t happen like that—or at all (which people confuse with “lack of faith”).

Nevertheless it is the second interpretation, the “parallel” one, that is actually reading with the eyes of faith. Faith here means two things, however: on the one hand, the realization that the story is paradoxical (that the other aspect of the story, “the resurrection,” is a reinterpretation of the first, not its subsequent happy outcome10); and on the other, the determination to link that story to the story of one’s own life. That means “to enter into the story” and in the light of it to understand and live one’s life afresh, to be capable of bearing its paradoxical character, and not to fear the paradoxes that life presents.

The second interpretation of the Easter story does not involve “optimism” (the opinion that everything will somehow turn out all right), but hope:—the ability to “reinterpret” even things that “don’t turn out all right” (after all, life as a whole can be regarded as “an incurable disease necessarily ending in death”) so that we may accept reality and its burden, persist in this situation, and stand the test—and where possible be useful to others also.

The mystery of the Resurrection is not a feel-good happy ending, canceling and annulling the mystery of the cross. One of the great theologians of the twentieth century, J. B. Metz, emphasized that when we proclaim the message of Resurrection “we must not silence the cry of the Crucified”; otherwise instead of a Christian theology of Resurrection we offer a shallow “myth of victory.”11

Belief in the Resurrection is not intended to make light of the tragic aspects of human life; it does not enable us to avoid the burden of mystery (including the mystery of suffering and death), or not to take seriously those who wrestle strenuously with hope, who “bear the burden and the heat of the day” of the external and internal deserts of our world. It does not assert some “religious ideology” and facile belief in place of following in the path of the crucified Christ. Indeed, the facile belief that we are offered on every side these days is, in my view, the most dangerous infectious disease from which we should protect Christianity and our own individual spiritual journeys.

A failure to comprehend the paradoxical nature of Christianity leads either to inane “scientific atheism” (proving that all of it “isn’t true”) or to the no-less-inane apologetic argumentation (would-be rational and unconflictual) that it is all true (such as booklets with such titles as The Bible as History), without either of them asking questions about how things are or are not true and what is the nature of that truth that is revealed here and also remains hidden.

Understanding the paradoxical nature of Christianity can mean more than just getting inspiration for writing interesting texts—although this it certainly does, because literature, philosophy, and theology are only interesting if they tackle paradoxes and do not censor either one aspect or another of reality; this reading can be “inspiration for life.”

In this book I will speak about faith chiefly in terms of a specific sort of attitude to reality. My experience, including my experience as a confessor, has taught me to differentiate between explicit and implicit faith. Explicit faith is the fruit of reflection; it is conscious and expressed in words. Yet even people who do not espouse a faith sometimes display in their behavior “implicit” present values that are fundamental to an attitude of faith.

In various places the New Testament states that the only faith that will stand the test with God is lived faith. God values attitudes, behavior, and deeds that accord with the truths of faith—even when they are not explicitly the outcome of “conscious religious motivations.” On the other hand, mere “conviction,” if it is not embodied in life, is simply hypocrisy in His eyes—a “dead faith.”12

When we are speaking about the discrepancy between “religious conviction” and “life,” let us not focus solely on the downright “hypocrites” that Jesus spoke about when castigating the Pharisees. After all, we Christians are all sinners who have greater or lesser deficits and debts with regard to what we proclaim.

In short, what people do in and with their lives is not a mechanical reflection of their opinions (including religious opinions); on occasion we can sometimes be surprised, both agreeably and otherwise. One of Sigmund Freud’s loyal friends and pupils, the protestant theologian Oskar Pfister, gave his teacher the following answer when asked if a believing Christian can be tolerant of atheism: “When I reflect that you are much better and deeper than your disbelief, and that I am much worse and more superficial than my faith, I conclude that the abyss between us cannot yawn so grimly.”13

None of this means that I wish to belittle in any way the formal aspects of explicit Christianness. The relationship between “implicit” and “explicit” faith is a complex one. I would simply like to point out that we should eschew too black-and-white a vision and the simplistic drawing of boundaries.

In one of the subsequent chapters I will try to demonstrate that a certain attitude to the world that indicates that the person truly perceives it as a gift in trust can be designated an attitude of faith. And by the same token certain “lifestyles” indicating that people are “their own god” or that they have deified (absolutized) some partial value are both “idolatry” and the opposite of an attitude of faith. I consider piety to be openness to the unmanipulated mystery of life.

The God referred to in this book—and the author is firmly convinced that it is the God spoken of by Scripture and the Christian tradition (and he calls as witness many great thinkers in that tradition)—is not a “supernatural being” somewhere in the wings of the visible world,14 but a mystery that is the depths and foundation of all reality. If we steer our life toward Him, then our life (and our attitude to life and reality) is transformed from a monologue into a dialogue, and what seemed impossible to us becomes possible.

In this book the “Kingdom of God” will be referred to as the “kingdom of the impossible,” because it consists of much that rightly appears to human intellect, human imagination, and everyday experience as impossible and unimaginable. In many life situations Jesus wants us to act “impossibly” in terms of the logic “of this world,” which is a world of cunning, selfishness, and violence. He wants us to forgive where we could take vengeance, to give where we could keep for ourselves, to love those who do not love us and are not “lovable,” to take action in favor of the poor who cannot pay us back, when we could, calmly and unperturbed, continue to lounge around in our pleasantly cozy indifference and detachment.15 Jesus is not content with dazzling us with “impossible feats,” spectacular miracles, fascinating visions, and unprecedented theorems, as others have done and continue to do; he wants us to imitate him, to be agents of the impossible: “whoever believes in me will do the works that I do, and will do greater ones than these, because I am going to the Father.”16

Only faith, love, and hope, which are the heart of the Christian existence, can offer this new opportunity where, with human eyes, we have ceased to expect it: hope in the Christian sense, says the apostle Paul in one of his many paradoxical statements: means “hoping against hope.”17 This is because they are based on a great paradox preached by Jesus of Nazareth (and which permeates the entire Bible): what is impossible with people is possible with God. Nothing is impossible with God.

What I have just said in a condensed and abbreviated way in the preceding paragraphs is more or less the message of this entire book. Those who have made up their minds long ago about all this and have no need or wish to reflect on it do not have to take the trouble of reading it. Those for whom this outlook is fundamentally unacceptable and regard it from the outset as nonsense or wrong, and are staunchly certain of it, should probably not waste their time either. But those who regard these few thoughts as worthy of reflection and are prepared to suspend for the time being the moment of agreement or disagreement, are very welcome to proceed further. They must expect to hear what was said in the previous paragraphs several times over in different variations, in various contexts and from different angles.

I hope that the following essays will provide readers with opportunities for careful reflection (on the world around them, on the mystery of faith, and on themselves), that it will sometimes induce moments of quiet contemplation, and also moments of pleasant amusement—because the writer experienced these three great joys when penning them.
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Give Us a Little Faith

“You have come here not to acquire something, but to discard a lot of things,” an old and experienced monk told a novice who sought him out in the monastery. I recalled those words yesterday when I once more set foot in the hermitage for the first time in a year. And the same thought struck me this morning when meditating on the Gospel passage in which the disciples say to Jesus, “Increase our faith!” and Jesus replies, “If you have faith the size of a mustard seed …”1

Suddenly this text spoke to me in a way that differed from the usual interpretation. Isn’t Jesus saying to us with these words: Why are you asking me for lots of faith? Maybe your faith is “far too big.” Only if it decreases, until it is as small as a mustard seed, will it give forth its fruit and display its strength.

Tiny little faith need not necessarily be simply the fruit of sinful lack of faith. “Little faith” can sometimes contain more life and truth than “great faith.” Can’t we apply to faith what Jesus said in the parable about the seed that must die in order to bring great benefit, because it would disappear and be of no use were it to remain unchanged? Does not faith also have to undergo a time of dying and radical diminution in the life of man and in the course of history? And if we apprehend this situation in the spirit of the Gospel’s paradoxical logic, in which small takes precedence over big, and loss is profit, and diminution, reduction means openness to the advancement of God’s work, isn’t this crisis actually the “time of visitation,” kairos, the opportune moment?

Perhaps we have too hastily attributed a “divine” connotation to many of the “religious matters” to which we have become accustomed, when in fact they were human—all too human, and only if they are radically reduced will their truly divine component come into play.

A thought that had been germinating within me for years, as a kind of vague presentiment, suddenly burst forth with such urgency that it could no longer be suppressed.

And because I have a lasting concern not only for Christians who have a settled place within the church, but also for those spiritual seekers outside the church, it occurred to me that we maybe owe those people in particular that “little faith” if we are at last to offer them bread in place of a stone. And in view of the fact that many of the things to which we have become over-accustomed are alien to them, are they not precisely the ones who are most inclined to understand this “little faith”?

No, I really am not proposing some kind of simplified, “plain,” “humanized,” and facile Christianity, let alone some romantic or fundamentalist “return to the origins.” Rather the opposite, in fact!

I am convinced that it is precisely a faith tempered in the fire of crisis and divested of those elements that are “too human” that will prove more resistant to the constant temptations to simplify and vulgarize religion, to sell it short.

The opposite of the “little faith” I have in mind is actually “credulity,” the overcasual accumulation of “certainties” and ideological constructions, until in the end one cannot see the “forest” of faith—its depth and its mystery—for all the “trees” of such religion.

Indeed, during these days of reflection in the solitude of a forest, I am attracted to the image of the forest or woods as an apt metaphor for religious mystery—a forest that is broad and deep, with its fascinating multiplicity of life forms; a multilayered ecosystem; an unfinished symphony of nature; a spontaneously intricate space—such a contrast to planned and premeditated human settlements with their streets and parks—a place in which one can get lost over and over again, but also discover to one’s surprise still more of its aspects and gifts.2

A “little faith” is not an “easy faith.” My greatest encouragement on this path of understanding faith was Carmelite mysticism—from John of the Cross, who taught that we must go to the very limits of our human “spiritual capacities,” our reason, our memory, and our will, and only there, where we feel we are in a blind alley, do true faith, love, and hope come into being; and along the “small path” of Thérèse of Lisieux, which culminated in the dark moments of her dying.

My question is whether our faith, like our Lord, is not required to “suffer much, be crucified, and die” before it can “rise from the dead.”

What does faith suffer from, what crucifies it? (I am not referring to the external persecution of Christians.) In its primal form (“primary naïveté” in Paul Ricœur’s words)—that is, in the form that must one day expire—faith suffers above all from the “multivalence of life.” Its cross is the profound ambivalence of reality: the paradoxes that life brings, which defy systems of simple rules, proscriptions and prescriptions—and that is the rock against which it frequently shatters. But isn’t it possible that, in terms of its meaning and outcome, such a moment of “fragmentation” can be like when we crack open a nut in order to get at the kernel?

For many people, this “simple faith”—and the “simple morality” derived from it—finds itself in serious crisis when it comes up against what must sooner or later confront it, namely, the complexity of certain life situations (often to do with human relationships) and the impossibility of choosing out of the many possible options one solution that involves no “buts” of any kind. The result is “religious turmoil” and paroxysms of doubt—the very things that this type of faith cannot cope with.

When confronted by the barricade of their own unanticipated doubts, some believers “turn back” in the
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