CATALYST SUGGESTION SHEET #42
“PRESENCE”

BEING THERE, BEING PRESENT OR NOT

What a difference the presence of a little baby makes in a family, especially if it is the first. What a dif-
ference it makes in a strange place with people you do not know when you discover the presence of
someone you know, especially a friend. What a difference the presence certain people make in a group —
for better or worse! What makes “presence” good or bad? How is it that the presence of one person who
says nothing in a group can be far more powerful than someone who says a lot? And what about those
occasions when you are physically present but distracted, “absent,” “off with the fairies” perhaps? Or
when someone comes to visit you in hospital — or elsewhere — and they are already doing the next thing
before they have left you, they are not truly present to you?

THE BEAST IN THE JUNGLE

Henry James wrote The Beast in the Jungle in 1903. In that story, a man — John Marcher — is convinced
he has some special destiny awaiting him. John Marcher is in relationship with a woman — May Bartram
— who clearly loves him and is present to him. The story is tragic. John Marcher is so obsessed with his
destiny he is present to no one, not even himself. He is unable to reciprocate the love. May Bartram dies.
John Marcher “wanders the world,” but none of the wonders of the world is able to distract him from his
deep sense of loss. Eventually he is drawn back to her graveside, not from grief but from a confused de-
sire to come “into his own presence” again. He may not have been present for his life, but there was
something about her love that intimated what was missing. At the cemetery, he sees a truly grief stricken
man. It is the sheer passion evident in this man’s presence that triggers something in John Marcher:

“Something — and this reached him with a pang — that he, John Marcher, hadn't; the proof of which was precisely
John Marcher's arid end. No passion had ever touched him, for this was what passion meant; he had survived and
maundered and pined, but where had been his deep ravage? The extraordinary thing we speak of was the sudden
rush of the result of this question. The sight that had just met his eyes named to him, as in letters of quick flame,
something he had utterly, insanely missed, and what he had missed made these things a train of fire, made them
mark themselves in an anguish of inward throbs. He had seen outside of his life, not learned it within, the way a
woman was mourned when she had been loved for herself; such was the force of his conviction of the meaning of
the stranger's face, which still flared for him as a smoky torch.” (Revised in 1968 by Lyall H. P. Powers), Penguin
Books, 1968, 378.)

The great tragedy of John Marcher’s self-absorbed life is that he was never present for it. Like the
financialy successful, wonderfully reputable Will Barrett in Walker Percy’s Second Coming:

“Not once in his entire life had (Will Barrett) allowed himself to come to rest in the quiet center of himself but
had forever cast himself forward from some dark past he could not remember to a future which did not exist.
Not once had he ever been present for his life. So his life had passed like a dream.” (Walker Percy, The Second
Coming, Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1980, 123f.)

Both John Marcher and Will Barrett put us in mind of St Augustine:

“Late have | loved you, O Beauty, so ancient and so new, late have I loved you! And behold, you were within me
and | was outside, and there | sought for you, and in my deformity | rushed headlong into the beautiful things that
you have made. You were with me, and | was not with you. Those outer beauties held me far from you, yet if they
had not been in you, they would not have existed at all. You called, and cried out to me and broke open my
deafness; you shone forth upon me and you scattered my blindness: You breathed fragrance, and | drew in my
breath and | now pant for you: | tasted and | hunger and thirst; you touched me, and | burned for Your peace.”
(Confessions, Chapter 27.)



HUMAN PRESENCE

Presence always suggests relationship. The quality of presence is the quality of the relationship. Pres-
ence implies some participation — at least implicitly — in the Eternal Presence. At its best, human pres-
ence bespeaks something more, it points beyond itself, towards a bigger reality, it is transparent. To meet
someone with a quality of presence is to encounter more than that person. You know the difference when
you also meet someone whose presence is mere ego-presence. Such a person is opaque.

Concretely, the basis for this quality of presence is good self-awareness. In other words, to the extent that
| am present to myself | will be present to you. And vice versa. To the extent that I am not present to
myself, | cannot be truly present to you. Being present to myself involves an honest and persistent facing
of what must be faced. It is built on the most fundamental and practical question | can ask myself in any
moment: “What is happening?” This question must drive an inner dialogue of ruthless honestly, one that
brings me up against the Living God for | discover myself — and | can only discover myself — in God.
Someone who has traveled this inner geography over the years shines. There are many things Church and
society need today, but there is none more urgent than the presence of such travelers, people whose pres-
ence is truly sacramental because they are transparent.

IMAGINE

Jesus invites us to share in the Incarnation. In this is the fulfillment of the Covenant. It may be summa-
rized: “As you have been loved into freedom, go and be present in the world so that God may love others
into freedom through you.” What sort of presence might we bring to the world if we lived with the con-
viction that God is true to the great promise — “I am with you!” — and that God loves each of us infinitely
and unconditionally, that there is nothing we can do that will make God love us more or less, and that
there is nothing matters more than being in love? Thomas Merton puts it well:

“But indeed we exist solely for this, to be the place He has chosen for His presence, His manifestation in the
world, His epiphany. But we make all this dark and inglorious because we fail to believe it, we refuse to be-
lieve it. It is not that we hate God, rather that we hate ourselves, despair of ourselves. If we once began to rec-
ognize, humbly but truly, the real value of our own self, we would see that this value was the sign of God in our
being, the signature of God upon our being. Fortunately, the love of our fellow man is given us as the way of
realizing this. For the love of our brother, our sister, our beloved, our wife, our child, is there to see with the
clarity of God Himself that we are good. It is the love of my lover, my brother or my child that sees God in me,
makes God credible to myself in me. And it is my love for my lover, my child, my brother, that enables me to
show God to him or her in himself or herself. Love is the epiphany of God in our poverty.” (From a Letter on
the Contemplative Life, August 21, 1967.)

SUGGESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION

1. Reflect on your experience of the presence of other people. Give some examples?

2. What sort of presence do you think you most often bring to a group?

3. What do you think it means to be/not be “present for your own life”? Give examples.

4. Reflect on James Marcher’s experience. What in particular strikes you?

5. Reflect on St Augustine’s “confession.” What in particular strikes you?

6. Describe a person you know who has a quality and depth of human presence.

7. What does it mean to you to ask the question, “What’s happening?” What is your experience?
8. Where do you think religious practice fits in all this?

9. Reflect on the ideas in the paragraph beginning, “The call of the person and teaching of Jesus ..
10. Reflect on the quotation from Thomas Merton. What in particular strikes you?
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