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The popular wisdom is that the words “[holiness]” and “realism” don’t go
together. Holy people, like poets, are dreamy and sentimental. Never get places
on time.... Holy people are not of this world. [They are not real about life]. Their
mind is always on higher things, including perhaps the old pie in the sky. ...

Printable My goal today is to overturn [these] false notions of holiness, for | believe that it
Portable surfaces in human beings precisely when we are being most realistic, most
Meditation grounded, most down to earth. Holiness is never fussy or sentimental. Neither is

a good poem; it’s ultimate realism. My evidence for this belief is that holiness
endures, persistent as a weed through the depredations of all the ages,
throughout all the terrors that we human beings can inflict on each other and
have inflicted over our history on this earth. Holiness prevails, and poetry.
Religion and poetry are among the most ancient of human activities, predating
even agriculture. And battered as they are today by secular indifference or co-
optation ... by legalism, fundamentalism, or terrorism, by right-thinking
ideologies, [or] tyrants; religion and poetry are with us still, still witnessing to

Featured hope at the dawn of the 21st century. Both holiness and poetry [may seem]
Spenlllfer's anachronistic, ... [but they are] peculiar forces with a life of their own in the face
& Writers of the dog-eat-dog world we know too well, and as necessary as breath, giving

us the hope that evil does not have the last word. ...

[Another] point about holy realism is that it is grounded in the present, in the
real world, and especially not in our heads. We have in our society so many
temptations to live in our heads. We’re constantly invited to live our lives
through the carefully packaged lives of celebrities, even people who are famous
only for performing some infamously stupid or vulgar act. We might imagine
ourselves in the glossy magazine ads. Our lives would be centered on a purse or
a pair of sandals. We see a dress in a store window lit as if it were an object of
devotion in a church. Holy realism rejects these false images of the world and
human life, and it reminds us of who we really are. ...

| believe that we need poets ... and we need religion to keep bringing us to our
senses. | recently read a fine book by Garrett Keiser entitled The Enigma of
Anger: Essays on a Sometimes Deadly Sin, in which he suggests that the recent
phenomenon of road rage in America is a good example of anger that results
from our living in our heads, from our exaggerated subjectivity. Like many forms
of quick trigger anger, road rage is ultimately, as Keiser says, “a loss of reality.
Both the perceived offense and the response to it are completely out of
proportion.” It’s ultimate narcissism, just one example in our culture where we
could all use a good dose of humility and to sort of adopt what | think of as the
ultimate Benedictine attitude, to say, “Well, who am I? I'm a mere mortal, like
the person who just cut me off in traffic.” ...

http://www.explorefaith.org/holiness/lifel.html (1 of 3) [11/25/2003 11:10:14 AM]


http://www.explorefaith.org/
http://www.explorefaith.org/holiness/index.html
http://www.explorefaith.org/holiness/lifePs.html
http://www.explorefaith.org/holiness/bios.html
http://www.explorefaith.org/holiness/life4.html

explore faith : Being Real About Life, pg. 1

“When life
confronts us with
our limits,

those who have
lived

with limits all
their lives
instruct

most profoundly.”

Belden Lane,
The Solace of
Fierce
Landscapes

Holy realism asserts that life does matter, how we live it matters. It’'s not willing
to accept ... that the endless daily drudgery is all there is to life. Holy realism
takes a stand for awe and wonder and beauty even in the midst of ordinary daily
activities. That is asceticism to me, | think. In a prose piece, [poet] Kate Daniels
... writes of a burgeoning poem that she was forced to set aside, in a typical day
of teaching, and couldn’t get back to [that] night because her children and her
husband were coming home and had to be fed. “Like me,” she wrote, “they are
tired and over stimulated. The events of the day are clamoring inside them. The
good events want to be shouted out, the bad see the inside or are precipitously
acted out in ferocious sibling wars. We have all come home to each other to be
healed and hailed, to be soothed as a victim, chastised if a perpetrator, and
morally realigned. But we are so tired and we lash out in irritation, frustration,
anger.” That sounds very familiar to me. In the midst of chaos in her kitchen,
the children doing homework are littering the floor with paper scraps, the dog
overturning the garbage pail, Kate Daniels takes a stand. “Try as | may, and |
do, I have a hard time browning the ground turkey I'm planning to mix with
canned spaghetti sauce for the glory of God. | try to find the poetry that exists
even here. | know that God is here but in the chaos and the noise, I can’t seem
to find Him.”

Now this is a woman who can find God in the midst of changing a diaper, so we
know she’s morally realigned and very strong. But now in that kitchen she feels
bereft of any consolation. And | connect with that very much. | don’t have
children, but I have been a caregiver for my husband for about three or four
years. And so | really do understand that you sense that God is there but you
really can’t find God. ... But even the fact that Kate Daniels or I am aware of the
absence of God is a form of holy realism. We can have faith and hope that there
is something better than the ordinary pains and frustrations of life. Holy realism
is grounded defiantly in the daily chores of life. ...
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"We"re always
trying

to see clearly,
because what
happens in life
has a direct
effect

on us. Our usual
motivation is to
suppress the
suffering and
uncertainty that
permeate every-
thing ... clearly

seeing reality is
the best way to
overcome
suffering."
Sakyouk Mipham
Rinpoche
Shambhala Sun
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Our culture, of course, is overloaded with data. It's wanting in meaning. It
tempts us to indifference and unhealthy detachment. We don’t really want to
pursue even our evil thoughts or our good thoughts to find out where they could
lead. We get shortchanged. The ancient monks spoke of the temptation of ...
indifference, not caring, as being tempted to look outside of one’s cell to see if
the other monks were up to anything. Our modern day equivalent may be
turning on CNN. But the temptation is the same. And the result is also the same,
not caring, indifference. The holy realist is aware of this and knows all too well
that temptation to indifference, but he or she resists, asserting that life does
have meaning, life is worth caring about, and how we live it matters. ...

Holy realism knows that life is worth living in any season. It counters that silly T-
shirt I sometimes see: “Life is a bitch and then you die.” Holy realism knows that
life is both gift and struggle, and then we die, each one of us. And we can’t
begin to imagine the good things that God has in store for us then.

--Kathleen Norris

Being real about darkness and struggle

When my niece Christina was a toddler, her mother worked as a stockbroker and
financial planner. My brother, Christina’s father, would drive her to day care in
the morning and her mother would pick her up after work. And every day she
brought Christina an orange, peeled so that the child could eat it on the way
home. One day Christina was busying herself by playing Mommy'’s office on the
front porch ... of our house in Honolulu. And | asked her what her mother did at
work. Without hesitation and with a conviction that I relish to this day, she
looked up at me and said, “She makes oranges.”

And that is what God does, | think, making oranges and wind and the ocean and
green leaves and everything else that constitutes our earthly home. As we come
to know this God who gives us so much, a God of limitless compassion, we can
find great mercy even in the midst of lamentation. And ... that marvelous phrase
that ‘the world is new every morning,’ that comes in the middle of a
lamentation. It comes after great lament, in fact.

--Kathleen Norris

Most of us arrive at a sense of self ... only after a long journey through alien
lands. But this journey bears no resemblance to the trouble-free “travel
packages” sold by the tourism industry. It is more akin to the ancient tradition of
pilgrimage--“a transformative journey to a scared center” full of hardship,
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darkness and peril.

In the tradition of pilgrimage, those hardships are seen not as accidental but as
integral to the journey itself. Treacherous terrain, bad weather, taking a fall,
getting lost --challenges of that sort, largely beyond our control, can strip the
ego of the illusion that it is in charge and make space for the true self to
emerge. If that happens, the pilgrim has a better chance to find the sacred
center he or she seeks. Disabused of our illusions by much travel and travail, we
awaken one day to find that the sacred center is here and now--in every
moment of the journey, everywhere in the world around us, and deep in our
hearts.

But before we come to that center, full of light, we must travel in the dark.
Darkness is not the whole of the story-- every pilgrimage has passages of
loveliness and joy--but it is the part of the story left untold. When we escape the
darkness and stumble into light, it is tempting to tell others that our hope never
flagged, to deny those long nights that we spent cowering in fear.

The experience of darkness has been essential to my coming into selfhood, and
telling the truth about that fact helps me stay in the light. But I want to tell the
truth as well: many young people today journey in the dark, as the young
always have, and we elders do them a disservice when we withhold the shadowy
parts of our lives. When | was young, there were few elders who were willing to
talk about the darkness; most of them pretended that success was all that they
had known. As the darkness began to descend on me in my early twenties, |
thought that | had developed a unique and terminal case of failure. | did not
realize that | had merely embarked on a journey toward joining the human race.
--Parker Palmer, Let Your Life Speak, (Somerset, NJ: Jossey-Bass, 1999) 17-19.
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--from Renee Miller, “Is the Desert Calling You”
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