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Preface

As a professor of systematic theology, I have taught courses in
Christology at the graduate level for twenty-five years. Christology
is that dimension of Christian theology that studies the person and
the saving work of Jesus Christ. In Christology students explore the
Old Testament background for faith in Jesus, the distinct portraits
of Jesus given by the four Gospel writers, the thought of Paul on
God’s redemptive action in and through Christ, and the wealth
of reflections on Christ given by the other authors of the New
Testament. The study of Christology also entails consideration
of the development of doctrine about Christ in the history of the
church, the work of classical theologians like Thomas Aquinas
and Bonaventure, the thought of spiritual masters like Julian of
Norwich and Teresa of Avila, as well as the reflections on the
person and work of Christ offered by contemporary theologians
from a rich variety of contexts.

Two thinkers have enriched my understanding and apprecia-
lion of Jesus in a particular way. The first is the twentieth-century
German theologian Karl Rahner (1904-84). Rahner has authored
many essays and books on the academic study of Christ, especially
his well-known work Foundations of Christian Faith.! Rahner’s
lengthy section on Christology in Foundations is a rigorous treat-
ment of the church’s doctrine about Christ as well as a compel-
ling articulation of his own theological perspective on Christ. But
what is particularly intriguing about Rahner’s Christology is that
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GAZING ON HIS FACE

he includes a section on personal relationship with Jesus Christ
as an integral part of his systematic Christology. Rahner admits
that in the “average dogmatic theology” this topic is not usually
covered.? But he thinks that it is essential to Christology, precisely
because Christianity understands itself as a process of entering
into and developing a personal relationship with Jesus Christ.

Rahner proceeds to explore the meaning of this personal
relationship. It is not something that is fully attained or realized
atany single moment in one’s life. It is a relationship that must be
continually renewed through encountering Christ in the sacra-
ments, prayerful study of the Christian Scriptures, and the effort
to put into concrete practice in one’s life the teaching of the
gospel. It is always a process that calls for further growth. In this
practice, Christians are invited to entrust their lives and their very
selves to God through Jesus, who has made God personal and
concrete in human history.

Rahner reminds us that the humanity of Jesus was not left
behind in his resurrection. Rather, Jesus’s humanity was raised
up, and it “continues to exist forever as the reality of the eternal
Logos [Word of God] himself”3 Thus, Christ’s risen humanity
continues to mediate to us the reality of God. This means that in
building a loving relationship with the human Jesus, the Chris-
tian is embracing, and is embraced by, the living God.

Living the Christian life does not entail a “cookie cutter” dis-
cipleship. Rather, each Christian is invited into a unique relation-
ship with Jesus that reflects the context of her or his life. Rahner
asserts “that there can be and is a unique relationship between each
individual and Jesus Christ, and that in the individual Christian
there must be a quite personal and intimate love for Jesus Christ.”*
Such a personal love for Christ is inseparably united with a genu-
ine love of neighbor. Love of neighbor, in fact, is a prerequisite for
love of Jesus. At the same time, our love of our fellow women and
men grows through our love of Jesus, since “it is only in a loving
relationship with Jesus that we conceive the possibilities of love
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for neighbor that otherwise we should simply not hold to be fea-
sible, but which present themselves nonetheless wherever we sub:
sume our neighbor in our love for Jesus because he or she is Jesus
brother or sister.” In other words, personal love of Jesus impels and
inspires creative, concrete love of our neighbors.' e

Rahner portrays this call to a personal relationship with Jesus

in a very down-to-earth way in an essay that he wrote. He .recalls
a conversation he had with a Protestant theologian in which he
Rahner] said, “Yes, you see, you're actually onl}{ really deali'ng
with Jesus when you throw your arms arOLm.d 'hlm and.reahze
right down to the bottom of your being that this is some.thmg you
can do today.” Believers can still do this today because in hls res-
urrection Jesus has attained a presence throughout the universe,
and his risen humanity remains the abiding mediation of God.
Thus, for Rahner an indispensable dimension of the life of the
Christian is a unique, loving relationship with the person of Jesus,
who is indescribably close to each one of us.

The second thinker who has influenced my reflection on
the person and work of Jesus Christ is Pope Francis. He has con-
sistently spoken of Jesus as the face of the Father’s mercy. And he
has exhorted every Christian to spend time gazing on thg face of
Jesus. In a section on the necessity of constant prayer th?lt is founyd
in his apostolic exhortation on the Call to Holiness in Today’s
World, Francis speaks of contemplation of the face of Jesus:

We need to remember that “contemplation of the
face of Jesus, died and risen, restores our humanity,
even when it has been broken by the troubles of life
or marred by sin. We must not domesticate the power
of the face of Christ.” So let me ask you: Are there
moments when you place yourself quietly in the Lon’s
presence, when you calmly spend time wit.h him,
when you bask in his gaze? Do you let his fire inflame
your heart? Unless you let him warm you more and
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more with his love and tenderness, you will not catch
fire. (Gaudete et Exsultate 151Y

For Francis, then, contemplation of the face of Jesus restores
our humanity, especially when our humanity has been wounded
by our own failures or by the sufferings we have endured. The face
of Christ has power—healing and renewing power. Thus, every
believer is invited to spend time with the living Jesus, to sit qui-
etly in his presence, to bask in his gaze. It is in and through such
moments that we “catch fire” and are empowered to live as ener-
getic disciples of Jesus, continuing his mission in the world. It is
through such contemplation that we are impelled to engage in the
praxis of the reign of God that Jesus proclaimed and made present.

A Christ-Centered Spirituality

This book is grounded in the tradition of Christology, but it
is an effort to develop a Christ-centered spirituality. Spirituality is
a discipline within theology, but more fundamentally the word
speaks to an experience and a way of life. Theologian Joann Wolski
Conn says that for Christians spirituality “means one’s entire life
as understood, felt, imagined, and decided upon in relationship to
God, in Christ Jesus, empowered by the Spirit.”® Thus, a Christ-
centered spirituality must speak to our entire life— our relation-
ships with God, other people, creation, and self. It must address
both the personal and the social dimensions of life. This spiritual-
ity must inform our understanding and our feelings, relating both
to the intellectual and affective aspects of being human. And it
must inspire our imagination —the possibilities that we envision,
as well as our decisions—the concrete choices we make that give
direction to our lives.

Though Jesus Christ stands at the very center of all Chris-
tian belief and thought, the approach to Christian spirituality
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that I adopt in this book is only one possible way of articulating
a Christian spirituality. Other ways of proceeding give rise to a
Trinitarian focus on spirituality, a Spirit-centered (pneumatologi-
cal) spirituality, a liberationist spirituality, a feminist spirituality,
an ecological spirituality, among many others. Each of these
approaches secks to integrate the person and work of Jesus Christ
into its elaboration of what it means to live the Christian life.

The person and the work of Jesus Christ are one of the
central mysteries of the Christian faith. This mystery reflects our
experience of the self-communication of God in human history
in the most personal of ways. It is ultimately about God’s gra-
cious presence and action in history. Though we can grow in our
understanding of this mystery through prayerful reflection and
study, we will never “wrap our minds” around this mystery, which
is an object of faith. Therefore, no book on Christian spirituality
can fully explore and articulate the mystery of Jesus Christ. In
many ways, we can only scratch the surface.

In this book, I approach the mystery of Christ’s person and
saving work by reflecting on a number of titles for Christ that have
been ascribed to him in the Christian tradition. These include
the following: friend, healing presence of God, caller of disciples,
Bread of Life, Good Shepherd, Priest, Brother, Prince of Peace,
and Good Samaritan. Each title can serve as a window through
which we can contemplate the mystery of the one whom Chris-
tians confess to be Lord and Savior. Reflection on the meaning
of these christological titles can enrich our understanding of a
Christ-centered spirituality for today.

Gazing on Beauty

I invite the reader to do what Pope Francis suggests in his
cxhortation on the call to holiness: to contemplate the face of
Jesus. Francis tells us that there is power in the face of Christ.
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That is certainly true. But one also finds beauty in that face—
exquisite beauty. Theologian Gerald O'Collins, who has authored
numerous books on Christology, reflects on the beauty of Christ
in his book Jesus: A Portrait’® He cites a famous homily of Saint
Augustine (3 54_430) on Psalm 45. This Hebrew psalm originally
celebrated a royal marriage in [sracl. But Christian thinkers from
the time of the early church have interpreted it to refer to the
relationship between Christ the Bridegroom and his church, the
Bride. Envisioning Christ to be the fulfillment of the Psalmist’s
description of the king, Augustine lauds his beauty:

He was beautiful in heaven, then, and beautiful on
carth: beautiful in the womb and beautiful in his par-
ents’ arms. He was beautiful in his miracles but just as
beautiful under the scourges, beautiful as he invited us
to life, but beautiful too in not shrinking from death,
beautiful in laying down his life and beautiful in tak-
ing it up again, beautiful on the cross, beautiful in the
tomb, and beautiful in heaven.'’

O’Collins observes that when Augustine claims that Christ
was “just as beautiful under the scourge,” we are compelled to
acknowledge “how the crucified Jesus in a radically subversive
way challenges all the normal indices of beauty”"! Even in the
most repulsive moments of his passion, as Jesus is being tortured
to death, believers can contemplate the supreme beauty of infi-
nite, self-giving love. And they are “summoned to recognize
beauty in the weak and suffering men and women with whom
Christ identifies himself”12 Tt is the faithful, steadfast love radi-
ated in the face of Christ that has attracted countless men and
women through the centuries, beginning with his public ministry
and the call of his first disciples.

O'Collins refers to a famous painting by the [talian artist
Caravaggio (1571-1610), The Calling of Matthew, which is kept
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in the Church of Saint Louis in Rome. It depicts Jesus pointin
at Matthew, as Matthew is busily at work at his tax collec’tor%r
post. In response, Matthew points at himself as if to say, “Do you
rca.lly. mean me?” Caravaggio’s blend of light and shadc;ws in }t/his
painting is remarkable. O’Collins reflects on this masterpiece in
these words: “The look on the face of the beautiful Christ calls
Matthew to new life. In turn, the light on the face of Matthew
shows that' he has recognized the beautiful Light of God who
has come into the world (John 1:9; 9:5). The divine face and the
human 'face meet in a2 moment of creation and recreation.”"’

] 'It is my hope that in reading and praying with the chapters
of this book, readers will be drawn to contemplate the bel;uti—
|\.l‘] face of Christ and, in so doing, will experience a call to new
life. By reflecting on the mystery of Christ through the “windows”
n! h‘gditional christological titles, our own faces and the face of
Christ can meet in a moment of creation and recreation.
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Chapter 1

Christ the Friend

Building Friendship with Christ

[n the introduction to this book, I took note of Pope Francis’s
observation that contemplation of the face of Jesus restores our
humanity. The first aspect of the mystery of Jesus Christ that I will
cxplore resonates with a deeply human experience—the gift of
friendship. Friendship is one of the greatest treasures in our lives.
We work hard to build strong friendships and to nurture those
rclationships through the years. We celebrate those friendships
in a rich variety of ways, and we grieve deeply when we lose a
[riend. As we grow older and look back on our lives, we recognize
that having good friends is more important than most of the other
lrcasures we have accumulated or achievements we have realized.

In a well-known passage from the Gospel of John, Jesus
imvites his disciples to live in friendship with him:

As the Father loves me, so I also love you. Remain in
my love. If you keep my commandments, you will
remain in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s
commandments and remain in his love. I have told
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you this so that my joy may be in you and your joy
may be complete. This is my commandment: love one
another as 1 love you. No one has greater love than
this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. You are
my friends if you do what I command you. I no longe'r
call you slaves, because a slave does not know what his
master is doing, I have called you friends, because I
have told you everything I have heard from my Father.

(John 15:9-15)

This passage is part of the lengthy farewell discourse in th’e
Gospel of John. This discourse is set within the con?ext of.]esus s
final meal with his disciples before the “hour” of his passion. At
that meal, he assumes the role of a servant and washes the fegt
of his disciples. Then he offers his “last will and tesftamt.ent, in
which he instructs his disciples about their relationship with him

nd their mission in the world.

’ Through a rich mosaic of images, the Gospel of John
depicts Jesus as the source of life and fruitfulness foF gll people.
Those images are very familiar to us. They include Living Water,
Bread of Life, Light of the World, Good Shepherd, and more.
This passage from the fifteenth chapter of thg Ggspel of John
follows Jesus's words that employ another familiar image, that of
the vine: “I am the true vine, and my Father is the vine grower

(John 15:1). The image of the vine/vineyard is evoked in the Old
Testament to depict the relationship of the people of Israel to
God, with whom they had entered into a covenant bond (see Isa
5:.1-7: Ps 80:9-17). In the Gospel, it is a symbol that expresses
the closeness of communion with Jesus. A vine and its branches
are intertwined. Just so, Jesus is the source of life for those who
“temain” in him. The word remain (menein in Greek) reﬂects'ar:
important theme in the Gospel of John. Disciples must “remain

or “abide” in Jesus. This section of the Gospel speaks about
connection—about the call to every disciple to strengthen her or
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his connection with Jesus. Without this vital connection, our dis-
cipleship loses its nourishment and its very life. Today we live in
a world where people are almost desperate to establish connec-
tions. Witness the voluminous use of social networks. Young and
old go to the greatest lengths to stay connected with one another.
l.ong before these Internet innovations, the Gospel of John was
instructing readers about the importance of believers strengthen-
ing their connections with Christ and with one another.

It is in the context of Jesus’s discourse about the vine and
the branches that we are introduced to the theme of friendship.
Jesus seems to surprise his disciples by calling them “friends.” You
can almost picture the disciples as taken aback at these words of
Jesus. They are no longer to think of themselves as slaves, servants,
apprentices, or merely students, but as the friends of Jesus. He calls
them friends because he has communicated to them all that he
has heard from his Father. Just as Jesus shares life with his Father,
so he invites his disciples to a sharing of life that is friendship. This
is a crucial moment in the narrative of the Gospel, and it is a very
significant invitation to disciples of every time and place.

In the narrative of the Gospel of John, this scene is set within
lhe context of the “hour” of Jesus—that critical time in the jour-
ney of Jesus that is looming. It is the hour of Jesus’s passion—of
his betrayal and death, but also of his glorification. At the begin-
ning of the farewell discourse, Jesus had told his disciples, “Do
not let your hearts be troubled” (John 14:1). But this must have
heen a very troubling time for all of them. We can imagine our-
sclves sitting at table with Jesus at this moment. The atmosphere
must have been charged with uncertainty and intense anxiety, as
Jesus’s disciples wondered what would happen to him and what
would happen to them, his followers. It must have been clear
that the net was closing in upon them. At such times, what is
most important in life becomes clarified; everything becomes
limpidly clear. It is in that tense atmosphere that Jesus defines
lhe character of his friendship-love by proclaiming what he will
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soon do: “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life
for one’s friends” (John 15:13). It is the love of God incarnated in
Jesus that comes first in the Gospel. Grace always precedes our
response, and grace makes our response to God’s love possible. It
is the love of God poured out in Jesus that elicits the response of
his disciples, and here it is shown to be a love to the very end—a
love that goes to the greatest lengths. The offer of friendship by
Jesus is a gift; it is not something earned or deserved, but is a gift
meant to evoke a response in us. It all begins with a gift.

So often in our lives we see the truth of the Scriptures illu-
mined in the lives of people whom we encounter. When I was a
freshman in college in Richmond, Virginia, I engaged in some
volunteer service in a poor, rooming house part of the city. It was
there that I met a man named George. At the time George was
in his fifties and lived by himself in the drab front room of a run-
down house. George was legally blind and suffered from severe
epilepsy. The physicians at the public clinic that he visited had
difficulty finding the right blend of medications to control his sei-
zures. His epilepsy had been aggravated years before when, while
he was selling newspapers on a downtown street corner, someone
hit him over the head with a metal pipe and stole the fifteen dol-
lars he had in his pocket. George also had some cognitive defi-
cits, though he had greater intellectual acumen than most people
realized. He barely survived on public assistance, struggling at
the end of every month to make it until his check arrived in the
mail.

I soon realized that George was a friend of Christ; he was
one of Christ’s closest friends. When I would knock on the door
of his room, I would often find him sitting on his bed reading
from a large braille volume of the New Testament. Each Sunday,
George would put on his cleanest pair of pants and best suitcoat
and take the bus downtown to Centenary Methodist Church,
where he worshiped. He once told me, with a deep sense of pride
and satisfaction, that years before he had been able to contribute
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fifty dollars to the church fund to help finance a light that hun

over the pulpit where the Word of God was proclaimed. Geor g
had a rather cryptic way of speaking; when he spoke of jesus ]%6
referred to him simply as “The Savior.” Sometimes he Would7tell

me about the in-depth conversations he had with The Savior.

I was nineteen years old at the time, trying to figure out my

place in life and discern my vocation. Raised in a more privileged
part Qf the city, I had never had a friend like George Andbvve
remained friends through the years even after I left R.ichmond
and was ordained a Passionist priest, until George finally died in
anursing home. Though I did not have the vocabulary to express
it zit the time, George showed me something about what it mleans
to “remain” in Christ. And he taught me— the college student—
about the invitation to live as a friend of Christ.

Friendship in the
Christian Tradition

The theme of friendship has been explored and devel-
(fp‘ed by towering Christian thinkers. In the thirteenth centur
bamt' Thomas Aquinas, building on the philosophy of Aristotlf}:/,
<l§§cr1bed the theological virtue of charity as friendship with God,
citing J9h11 15 in his explanation.! Saint Teresa of Avila writing
in the. sixteenth century, was also deeply influenced by th7e gos e%
lcaching about friendship with Christ. At twenty years old Tergsa
cntered the Carmelite monastery, where she endured ser’ious ill-
nesses that almost took her life on more than one occasion. After
-.hc; x'eF:overed, she lived a religious life that she felt was n'either
wilistying nor particularly fervent. But when she was thirty-nine
years old, she had a powerful experience of God while prayin
hefore a statue of the scourged Christ. From that time on yshg
1esolved to live a life of deeper friendship with Christ. 7
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In her autobiography, her Life, Teresa offers what may be the
best description of prayer ever given. Pope Francis cited her def-
nition in his 2018 apostolic exhortation On the Call to Holiness
(Gaudete et Exsultate 149). In this passage she is describing mental
prayer, but her definition applies, I believe, to personal prayer in
general. Teresa writes, “For mental prayer in my opinion is nothing
clse than an intimate sharing between friends; it means taking time
frequently to be alone with Him who we know loves us.”* Teresa
sets the meaning of prayer within the context of friendship with
God. On the one hand, her description is simple and straightfor-
ward, but on the other hand, there is a depth to 1t that invites ongo-
ing reflection. It certainly echoes the words of Jesus in the farewell
discourse of the Gospel of John. Pope Francis says about Teresa’s
description of prayer, “1 would insist that this is true not only for the
privileged few but for all of us” (Gaudete et Exsultate 149).

Further along in her autobiography, Teresa speaks of her
experience of gazing on the sacred humanity of Jesus. Some of
the spiritual experts of her day taught that, once a person reaches
an advanced stage on the path to union with God, he or she must
leave behind consideration of all created things, even the human-
ity of Jesus. From her own experience of prayer, Teresa contested
this teaching, counseling her readers to spend time engaging the
human Jesus in reflection and prayer. This is the Jesus whom
Teresa addresses as “friend.” She writes, “Whoever lives in the
presence of so good a friend and excellent a leader, who went
ahead of us to be the first to suffer, can endure all things. The
Lord helps us, strengthens us, and never fails: He is true friend.”
For Teresa, Christ is always a true friend at our side. This abid-
ing sense of Christ’s friendship was an enduring dimension of
Teresa’s spiritual journey.

A number of contemporary theologians writing from the
perspective of women have pointed out that the Gospel accounts
of the ministry of Jesus show that he modeled a way of relating

that was characterized by friendship and mutuality rather than =
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domination. This was evident in his own relationships with
women and in the table fellowship he offered to people of many
(I?lfcrent backgrounds, including those who existed on the mar-
¢ins of the community. Reflecting on Jesus’s liberating ministry.
Ilizabeth Johnson remarks, “New possibilities of relationship;
patterned according to the mutual services of friendship rather
(han domination-subordination flower among women and men
who respond and join his circle.™

Characteristics of Friendship

Through the centuries theologians and spiritual writers have
laught that reflecting on the characteristics of human friendship
can help us to come to a better understanding of the dynamics
ol our relationship with Christ. Their writings invite us to con-
sider the important friendships in our lives and to identify the
“ingredients” in the recipe for a lasting friendship. Paul Wadell
1 Catholic ethicist who has authored several works on friendship7
1nd the moral life, points out that classical authors set forth three
distinguishing characteristics of friendship-love: benevolence
imuluality, and the capacity to look upon a friend as another self.;
I is helpful, T believe, to explore these three characteristics and
ilale them to the invitation to friendship extended to each of us
by the risen Christ.

I'irst, benevolence. Benevolence means secking the good
ol one’s friend, of the beloved. A real friend wants what is truly
Lewt for us. And he or she desires that good not in some sort of
detached, theoretical way, but in a very concrete, down-to-earth
mnner. A true friend is devoted to the well-being of the other. In
i1 Summa Theologiae, Thomas Aquinas describes God’s love for
people as benevolence. God is always devoted to the well-being

il God’s beloved daughters and sons. God’s love is totally other-

cnlered; it is never for God’s own “gain” in any way.
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Second, mutuality. Sometimes we Jesire the good of another
but do not experience that same desire in return. That can be
a frustrating, even painful, experience. For genuine friendship
to develop, there must be mutuality—reciprocity. Wadell says,
“Friendship 1s mutual or reciprocal Jove in which each person
Kknows that the good they offer another is also the good the other
wishes for them. This second characteristic of friendship attests
that friends are those that recognize each other’s love and share
it, the exchange of which is the soul of the relationship.” Real
friendship 1s grounded in mutual concern, mutual gift.

This is precisely what we believe about the life of the Trin-
ity, about what Cod is really like. Christians are convinced that
God in Godselfisa personal communion of life and love, an eter-
nal dynamism of mutual giving and receiving. If we have been
created in the image and likeness of God, we have been created

:n the image and likeness of the Trinity. That means we are “hard-
wired” for relationship. We are made for friendship.

Third, seeing the friend as another self. Classical thinkers tell
us that this mutual sharing of love In friendship eventually leads
each friend to see the other as “another self.” This does not mean
that we attempt to recreate out friends in our own image and like-
ness. It does not suggest that we see the friend as justan extension
of ourselves, a kind of spiritual «.Jone.” A true friend accepts the
other for who he or she is. This characteristic means, rather, that
through the love that binds friends together they become like one
another in goodness and character.” There is shared vision of
life, especially of what is most important in life.

Benevolence, mutuality, the capacity to se¢ the friend as
another self: we can apply these three “friendship ingredients” to
our relationship with Christ. First, benevolence, the strategy of

devotion to the good of the other. This characteristic of friendship =

suggests that we eed to learn to trust that Christ truly desires what
s best for us. His strategy is devotion to our well-being. Some-

times it is difficult to recognize or feel that, especially in times of
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((IITaPlio.1n;ment and suffering. In such periods, it can seem that
”;);r(llst is far away from us,.unresponsive to our pleadings. It is
,:iigt o r(famember that C.hnst himself experienced this feeling of
'H.ldanMce krc()im h1's Fat}.ler in his passion. The Gospels of Matthew
.I_mm ; }: esc‘r‘l‘be him as praying the opening line of Psalm 22
e .(;rgssM 1\/][<y EOSA;)ml}(I God, why have you forsaken me?”
3 46; Mar :34). Nevertheless, he inued ’
onto the hand of God even at hi Xy
‘ at his darkest hour. And hi
. is resurrec-
::(:ilfro;n t}l;e dead showed that he was not, in reality, abandoned
|)( s dle] ather. We, then, are invited to renew our trust that the
;)()d f(6):sus is z&ways present and on the move seeking what is
o r us, offering us life. Often that in . i
0d L& ] 3 volves his capacity to
l:illl)leg ‘hfe out of the “deathly” experiences of our lives. \I;Ve rtlied
© IL;C;?]; e\fr Enore clonvinced that Christ is not the detached
accessible Lord watching from afar to see | ill “ ”
on the tests of life. Rath Pt o e
: er, Christ is intimately i i
& ' : . nvol
lives and actively seeking our well-being. y e
= How cio we seck the well-being of Christ? How can we exer-
” "nl )ene\g) ence toward Christ? It almost sounds odd to express it
l,ljl,. ‘\ga_ly.' ut we can, in fact, exercise benevolence toward Christ
|1,\ |L cfcgrlllg.hls é)resence and his love to others. By building up the
ody of Christ. By attending to Christ in
sl . the people we encounter
‘“.L); :1:Tl-ly t%;)lse in need, as Pope Francis has reminded us again’
I,,,‘,g‘(;;f(gl ereisa 091npe111ng expression of this idea in the writ-
; , |V| % urrclglg]ory oii Naz(lfnzus, an important bishop and theologian
( . century. Gregory writes, “Let us visi i
" t Christ wher
we may; let us care for him, feed hi i im,
. g m, clothe him, wel i
honor him....The L s b e
ord of all asks for merc i !
it ) y, not sacrifice, and
|| nerey 1s_gre.ater than myriads of fattened lambs. Let us then show
,:|.| :\ lll(,llcy in the persons of the poor and those who today are lay-
, 1 f)l‘l h(f? groun.d, so that when we come to leave this world thg
u.ln receive us,mto everlasting dwelling places.” Pope Franci}s/
.I " '|'( )¢ s](;rego1'y s sentiments in his exhortation on the call to holi-
s when he says that the best way to discern if our prayer is
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authentic is to judge t what extent our life is being transformed
in the light of mercy (Gaudete et Exsultate 105)-
What does mutuality in our relationship with Christ entail?

It is important to realize that, when all is said and done, our life
et of spiritual

simply of completing a3

with God does not consist
exercises, as if it were a spiritual “Olympic training.” Spiritual
ial, and we do need to cultivate self-discipline

exercises are essent
if our life with God is to flourish. But at its core, the life of the

Spirit is an adventure of entrusting our lives and our very selves
ever more fully to Christ and becoming ever more Teceptive to
his gift of self to us. The heart of our Jife with God is personal
self-gift, self-donation in response to God’s self-communication in
and through Christ. Fostering this mutuality requires us to accept
Chist’s love for us. Sometimes that is where we struggle the most;
we draw back from the presence of Christ in anxiety or fear. We
prefer to keep Christ at arm’s length. We are acutely aware of
our own weakness and sinfulness, and so we wonder why Christ
would want to draw near to us. We may also be afraid of what
Christ might ask of us. So it can be tempting to try 1 keep Christ
at a safe distance. But if our friendship with Christ is to grow
stronger, We must invite him o draw close to us and allow our-
selves to receive from him. There 1s meant to be atrue reciprocity

in our friendship with Christ.

The capacity to s€€ the friend as another self is reminiscent

of a compelling, truly stunning, passage from Paul’s Letter to the
Galatians. The Apostle seems to lose himself as he reflects on the
grace of God poured out in Christ: “1 have been crucified with
Chist; yet 1 live, no longer 1, but Christ lives 1n ME; insofar as I
now live in the flesi, I live by faith in the Son of God who has
loved me and given himself up for me” (Gal 9.19-20). Paul artic-
ulates his conviction that we discover out true selves in Christ
We become our best selves by staying connected to Christ, as
Gospel of John reminds us. Karl Rahner expressed this truth 1
a compelling way in his writings on theology and spirituality. In
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our ordinary experience, it is oft ‘
P : often the case that the mor
g \Azaoslg;ino;)‘t‘hej, the less free, the less autononelodjspf:/:
lionships in which neit}in ;I;(:srgileir;cre” ltlo (fiescribe e £ela_
Homhim : on is really free or able to m
isll.he ok 1{112 }i: l(r)nli)rrrelatlonsh1p with Christ precisely the j;;i)iiiz
e et}vife come to depend on Christ—to root ou
e — rlé free;r, the more autonomous, the morr
e Christlme. his is true because we come jco love the
TRy toves. We learn to see life and other people m .
o 1sd sces them. Through his grace, we becolr)n or'e
goodness and character. e

Conclusion

So we begin by listening cl

heu L g closely to the words of Je

e ¢ t;}())i c\)j ]ojm. I have called you friends.” We] asrzsirﬁ(\)ft'ltnj

i reor S ’Fo resou'nd in our minds and hearts We1 i

o benevo{:eor%mzeh(]hnst as the one whose stance t(;wardalze

et tceit e one who passionately desires to form S

R tionhip o utual love with us, and the one in and thr \
ome our best selves. i 5

FOR REFLECTION

* Wh iti
shipats(;; ’E:)e tgaudmgnal characteristics of friend-
it you about your relationship with
. {/\\;ﬁg{( Jriendship has. its significant moments
s sve b_een thg significant moments in yo :
ship with Christ through the years? o




