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BEFORE THE BEGINNING

hree hundred fifty-three high school students sat

on folding chairs in the gym. Some yawned. A

few got a little rowdy. No one wanted to be there

except for the handful who were really into reli-
gion. An all-school Mass had just concluded, but everyone
was asked to remain while the principal walked to the micro-
phone and introduced a guest speaker.

The students all knew who he was. Percy Walsch owned
and operated Spirit Haus, a liquor store on the east side. He
was a big supporter of the school and sent birthday cards to
each of the seniors when they turned eighteen, along with a
coupon to save ten percent on “graduation supplies.” It was
1981, and the legal drinking age was eighteen, so no one both-
ered to give this practice a second thought. Actually, a couple
of years later, the state legislature did give it a second thought
and moved the legal drinking age to twenty-one. Percy still
sent cards and coupons to all the seniors, but the new coupons
noted that Spirit Haus also sold ice and soda.

Percy lowered the microphone about eleven inches and
cleared his throat: “Before I begin speaking, I’d like to say
something.” That’s all I remember from that day. I recall noth-
ing about the Mass or about Percy Walsch’s message to the stu-
dents. I only remember his grammatical snafu, which informed

us that once he began speaking, he would have nothing to say.



This was the church of my youth—honest and sincere, yet
often confused and searching for something to say. It meant
well, but we could never be sure if it was serving the people or
itself. We sat in chairs because we were told to, registering lit-
tle beyond the ironies and contradictions. As a result, I believe
many of us became observers rather than participants. We
didn’t reject faith, we just didn’t connect with the church. We
were searching for meaning and direction in this life while our
pastors and religion teachers were telling us to worry about
the next life.

Somehow along the way, wise people introduced me to a
deeper concept of faith, a church that, like the incarnation of
Jesus himself, unifies the ideas of heaven and earth. I wrote
this book in that spirit. The division between sacred and sec-
ular, I wholeheartedly believe, is false and dangerous. Each
breath, each moment, each person is a sacred revelation of
God among us. Hopefully, these stories will illuminate just
how extraordinary your ordinary days are, how very sacred
each breath, each moment, and each person is.

Authors often advise readers on how to read a book such
as this. They’ll suggest you read one story a day and then med-
itate on its application in your life, sometimes giving you self-
guided reflection questions. I’'m not going to do that. Skip
around, start in the back, draw numbers randomly, devour it
like a bucket of popcorn, or sip it like hot tea. It’s organized
by seasons, so some stories may seem more relevant at certain
times than others, but life isn’t as tidy as a church calendar.
We often experience moments of incarnation on Monday, the
deserts of Lent on Wednesday, and the joy of resurrection on

Friday, all in the same week.
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Part One

PREPARATION




Red-Headed
Dumplings

ODELIA MEYER MADE THE WORLD’S BEST RED-HEADED DUMP-
LINGS. At least that’s what everyone claimed. I can’t say for
sure because I've never tasted anyone else’s red-headed dump-
lings. Nor would I want to. For those unfamiliar with rural
German culinary arts, red-headed dumplings are pretty much
deep-fried bread/egg balls smothered in gravy. There is so
much simultaneously right and wrong with the whole idea.
Anytime you deep fry anything and pour gravy over it, you’ve
entered the conceptual tension between good and evil. If Jesus
and Lucifer ever had dinner together, I imagine there would be
red-headed dumplings on the table. And probably Lambrusco.
It’s the sort of thing that levels the playing field because every-
one is equally confused about whether or not it’s OK.

Growing up, they were the staple of every extended Meyer
family event. After Grandma passed away, the women in the
family politically maneuvered to identify who would prepare
the dumplings. Actually, I don’t know that for sure. I might
be making it up. But I want to believe that making the red-
headed dumplings for a large extended family gathering was
both a privilege and a curse. This is a family of over seventy
good-natured, wise-cracking, opinionated people. If they dis-
approved of something, they would tell you everything wrong
with it. If they approved of something, they would still tell you
everything wrong with it, but they’d smile more.

Everyone in the family agreed that the red-headed dump-
lings were delicious, but I don’t honestly know if they were
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agreeing in fact or idea. In fact, they were good, but they
weren’t oh-my-God-the-world-can-stop-spinning good. They
certainly weren’t worth the level of praise ladled upon them
by people who ordinarily save praise for draft horses. It’s the
memory of Grandma and a deep reverence for how much
she valued large family meals that made them delicious. Red-
headed dumplings place Grandma directly in our midst. You
can feel her. It is as though she is within you and all around
you. Her story is our story.

Eucharist is like this. It’s not going to mean a whole lot if we
don’t know Christ. I don’t mean know of him or know about
him. I mean really know Christ. Red-headed dumplings have
meaning because of who Grandma was and what values she
passed to us. Eucharist has meaning because of who Christ is.
If it wasn’t for everything he said and did, everything he brought
to the very first Eucharist, there would be nothing sacred about
any of this. It all would have been forgotten long ago.

So what did Jesus bring? Well, he brought everything and
laid it all on the table. He said, listen, we’re not going to expe-
rience God’s kingdom unless we pour our hearts into it. Here,
I'll go first. Now it’s your turn. You do the same.

I think he’s still waiting for us to go.

The Catholic Liturgy of the Eucharist begins with the
Offertory for a reason. This is the bold statement of what
we’re willing to lay on the table to experience God’s kingdom.
What’s it worth to us? Jesus showed us what he was willing
to ante up. His body and his blood. And then he went out
and did it.

The preparation question we face is, how much of our own

blood, sweat, and tears are we putting into the cup? Eucharist
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has very little meaning if we’re holding any part of ourselves
back. Bring it all, Jesus says. Pour your heart out...your hopes,
your dreams, your struggles, your pains, your joy, your deep-
fried emptiness, and then smother it all in the gravy of love.
Lay it all on the table so that the Holy Spirit can come upon it
and turn it all into the body of Christ.

Dueling Car Seats

I WAS QUITE SURE | HAD LIFE FIGURED OUT. After all, at twenty-
five, I had my first good job, a cute wife on my arm, and I
was living the lyrics of John Mellencamp—driving around with
the car top down and the radio on. If self-satisfied smugness is a
sin, I was its dark prince. Michelle and I would notice people
our age with children, and we’d snicker at their double-
barrel strollers and dueling car seats. No thank you. We were
living large.

And then one Sunday afternoon, we were at our favorite
ice cream shop and I noticed Michelle was looking past me
with a strange gaze in her eyes. | peered over my shoulder and
saw an infant giggling in its mother’s arms. I turned back.
Michelle’s iron-melting eyes were now fixed on me. By the
time my head stopped spinning, I was at the car dealership
trading in my freedom for a cherry-red minivan with built-in

juice-box holders.
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I was changing. Not just on the outside, but on the inside.
My sense of self, my identity, was changing. I would walk out
in public proudly swinging a Pooh Bear diaper bag and flip a
spit rag over my shoulder like I had once carried soccer cleats.
My perspectives and priorities were changing. This one little
life was having a profound impact on me. Michelle, of course,
was going through a similar identity shift, but it seemed so
natural with her. She had always been a gentle, nurturing soul;
I had not.

Sometimes I wonder if parenthood changed Mary and
Joseph. How could it not? Did they feel as ill-equipped and
inadequate as I did? I imagine they felt as joyful and thank-
ful, but did they also feel as unworthy and insecure? And then
I wonder...what if they weren’t the first people God asked?
Simply asking the question feels a little sacrilegious, but what
if Mary wasn’t the first person God asked to bring Christ into
the world? What if God had been asking people all along, but
Mary was the first with the faith, courage, and heart to say
yes? And what if Mary wasn’t the last? What if God has been
asking each of us ever since, “Will you change your vision for
yourself and give me life within you?”

In the gospel, people are all abuzz. They share our eager-
ness as they await their savior. “What should we do? How
should we prepare?” they ask John the Baptist. And John
says, “Flood Facebook with trite memes and baby photos.”
No, John the Baptist says, “If you have two cloaks, give one
to somebody who has none. Do the same with your food.
Basically, make some room in your heart to have compas-
sion for others.” I guess that’s still the message today. If we

really want to experience Christ alive in our world, we need
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to change our perspectives and priorities. Make room in our

hearts for a whole lot of love.

Mmm, the Smell
of Manual Labor

IN1972 1 WAS A WILY EIGHT-YEAR-OLD WITH A BASEBALL GLOVE
HANGING ON THE HANDLEBARS OF MY BICYCLE. | needed to
step on a cinder block to actually get on the bike, and my feet
barely touched the pedals, but I was proud as punch. Life was
pretty good, very nearly a cliché. As a small kid in a small
town, I had the privilege of being oblivious to the turmoil
going on in the world around me during those years—the war
in Vietnam, the fight for racial equality, the Cold War with
its nuclear threat, and the leaked Pentagon Papers. My big-
gest concern was saving enough coins to purchase my next
Matchbox car.

Life was considerably harder for my father. He was a young
carpenter working long days and late nights to support his
wife and four children. I barely saw him. He left each morning
long before I rolled out of bed, came home for dinner with the
family around 6 p™m, and then worked again in the evenings
well past my bedtime. But he was my hero, and we had two

wonderful, glorious embraces every day. As the clock ticked
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past 5:30, I would hang out near our back door, waiting impa-
tiently for the sound of his truck in the driveway. When he
walked through the door, I’d leap into his strong arms and
fill my nose with the smell of sawdust and sweat. Later in the
evening, proudly dressed in Green Bay Packers pajamas, I'd
make a bare-footed dash across the yard to Dad’s workshop to
say goodnight and get a hug. Again, I’d breathe in the distinct
scent of oak or maple or pine blended with human perspira-
tion. This was no store-bought cologne; it was one hundred
percent all-natural perfume.

In my mind, this is how love smelled, and this is what men
did; they loved their children and they worked hard to support
their families. If something was made better, when the kitchen
was remodeled or the church was painted, when old cars were
fixed or new trees were planted, it was because someone rolled
up his sleeves and got to work. Nothing happened by itself.
Behind everything that worked were people who worked,
people who loved their children and set down tools to give
them hugs.

It was in this era, in the tension between down-home val-
ues and an increasing awareness of an unjust world, that Pope
Paul VI gave us these famous words: “If you want peace, work
for justice.” This was and remains powerful and sage wisdom.
He could have said if you want peace, pray for justice, or pro-
mote justice, or pursue justice, or vote for justice, or even fight
for justice. All would have been appropriate. But the verb the
Holy Father chose was work, work for justice.

The word “work” is powerful on three levels: it is active,
it is constructive, and it is personal. We can and should pray,

promote, pursue, and vote for justice, yes, but it’s not enough.
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As St. James writes, faith without good works is dead (James
2:14-26). It’s empty, meaningless. If we want peace, it is not
enough to talk about it. We are called to put our faith into
action, to grab hammers and shovels, to put our backs into
our labor, and to work to advance justice for all humanity.
This is what Christian disciples do—they work.

Second, the word “work” invokes a spirit of being con-
structive. Almost all public dialog lately is destructive. It tears
people down by criticizing, condemning, and complaining.
Work, in the tradition of the carpenter’s son, is about build-
ing something good. If we want peace, we must build justice.

And third, the word “work” makes it personal. Work not
only requires something from us; it requires something of us. We
have to give of our own time and energy, of our own selves. “Do
you love me?” Jesus asks Peter. “Yes, Lord, you know that I love
you.” “Then feed my lambs. Tend my sheep,” Jesus says. Go
out in the world and get to work. In a representative democ-
racy, we too easily buy into the illusion that we can change the
world by electing others to bring about justice without ever
having to roll up our own sleeves or get our hands dirty. But we
cannot be disciples by proxy. We have to do it ourselves.

Not all of us can work for justice. The sick, the aging, those
with mental illness, victims of abuse and human trafficking,
children, the preborn...these people are unable to work for
justice, so they need us to work all the harder on their behalf.
Yes, we should pray for them, vote for them, and even fight for
them. But mostly, they need us to work for them. To work in a
way that is active, constructive, and personal.

Christianity is a working faith. Whatever you do for the
least, Jesus said, you do for me. Do the hard work. Break your-
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self open and pour yourself out in the name of justice for oth-
ers. That’s what love looks like. Do this in memory of me.

The world may be a complex and dangerous place, but
that’s not new. It wasn’t new in 1971 and it wasn’t new in 1941,
or in 1861 or in the year 31. But if anything is going to be made
better, it’s because someone is willing to do the work to make
it better. Discipleship is a scent people should be able to smell
on us, and it should smell one hundred percent all natural as
it drips off our brows and seeps from our pores. If you want
peace, WORK for justice.

Mary

MARY PLOPPED HERSELF DOWN UNDER AN OLIVE TREE AND
TOOK A LOAD OFF. The water jar she was carrying from the
well seemed especially heavy this morning. Everything
seemed especially heavy this morning. She hadn’t slept well.
Ugh, the wedding plans were starting to get stressful and Joey
(he hated it when she called him that) just didn’t seem to
engage. He was no help. Is this what marriage was going to
be like, leaving her to deal with everything while he’s off at
his “job” all day? What if she wants to get her own job? He
won’t even discuss it. That’s all she’s asking for, to just have
a conversation. Is that too much to ask? Doesn’t she have a

right to dream too?
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