CATALYST SUGGESTION SHEET #47 [Nov 2006]
“SACRAMENT AS PRESENCE”

ALL THINGS POINT
The Jewish philosopher, Abraham Heschel writes:

“The Biblical man never asks: Is there a God? The questions advanced in the Bible are of a different kind.
‘Lift up your eyes on high and see, Who created these?’ It reflects a situation in which the mind stands face to
face with the mystery rather than its own concepts.” (Abraham Heschel, God in Search of Man: A Philosophy
of Judaism, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1955, 98.)

St Augustine writes:

“And what is this? | asked the earth, and it said, 'l am not he!" And all things in it confessed the same. | asked
the sea and the deeps, and among living animals the things that creep, and they answered, 'We are not your
God! Seek you higher than us!" | asked the winds that blow: and all the air, with the dwellers therein, said,
'‘Anaximenes was wrong. | am not God!" | asked the heavens, the sun, the moon and the stars: "We are not the
God whom you seek,' said they. To all the things that stand around the doors of my flesh | said, 'Tell me of my
God! Although you are not he, tell me something of him!" With a mighty voice they cried out: 'He made us!'
My question was the gaze | turned on them; the answer was their beauty.” (Confessions, Book X, 6:9.)

The Catholic poet, Gerard Manley Hopkins, writes:

The world is charged with the grandeur of God.
It will flame out, like shining from shook foil;
It gathers to a greatness like the ooze of oil
Crushed. Why do men then now not reck His rod?
Generations have trod, have trod, have trod;
And all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil;
And wears man’s smudge and shares man’s smell: the soil
Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being shod.

And for all this, nature is never spent;

There lives the deepest freshness deep down things;
And though the last lights off the black West went

Oh, morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs —
Because the Holy Ghost over the bent

World broods with warm breast and with ah! Bright wings.

We believe that “the world is charged with the grandeur of God.” All that is, by reason of the fact that it
is, manifests the Presence of the Great Mystery. For those who can see, life is epiphany, for those who
can hear, life is invitation. Nothing is sufficient unto itself and therefore all things say, “Not me, more
than me!” The divine is in the human, the eternal is in the temporal, the spiritual is in the material, the
infinite is in the finite. This is what we call sacramentality. The Presence suffuses and sustains any and
every presence. Inthe moment is the Presence. Daily living is sacramental.

THE SACRAMENT OF THE PRESENT MOMENT

Appreciating the sacramentality of daily living is a sure way to a deep and well-grounded spirituality.
The 18" century Jesuit guide, Jean Pierre de Caussade, writes:

“The present moment is always full of infinite treasure, it contains far more than you have the capacity to hold.
Faith is the measure; what you find in the present moment will be according to the measure of your faith. Love
also is the measure: the more your heart loves, the more it desires, and the more it desires the more it finds.



The will of God presents itself at each instant like an immense ocean which the desire of your heart cannot
empty, although it will receive of that ocean the measure to which it can expand itself by faith, confidence and
love. The whole of the created universe cannot fill your heart which has a greater capacity than everything else
that is not God. The mountains which affright your eyes are tiny as atoms to the heart. The divine will is an
abyss, the opening of which is the present moment. Plunge into this abyss and you will find it ever deeper than
your desires.” (Jean Pierre de Caussade, Abandonment to Divine Providence, translated by John Beevers,
Image Books, 1975, 40-1.)

Openness to the sacramental presence of living demands attentiveness. To live is to listen. Living is then
a divine-human synergy, born of and sustained by a never-ending conversation — with God, ourselves,
other people and the events and things of our world. This is also a movement into community. God has
created us to be co-creators — with God, with each other and with the natural forces of the world in which
we find ourselves. Life is both unmerited gift and awaiting task. Trusting the Presence in the moment is
not an invitation to passivity or fatalism or pious acceptance of things that ought to be challenged. On the
contrary, revelation is always summons. The centre of gravity shifts from ego to Mystery. The focus of
our efforts shifts from mastery towards facilitation, from imposition towards emergence and from
competition towards participation.

THE SILENCE OF SACRAMENTAL PRESENCE

What of the moments of pain in our lives? Are these sacramental too? Can we realistically speak of God
being present in our pain? We must. If our faith in the crucified means anything it means that God
awaits us most especially in our own Gethsemanes and Calvaries. Our faith is worth nothing if we do not
trust the promise, “I am with you!” God’s Presence may be experienced as absence. God’s Word may be
there as silence. God’s promise to be with us might seem as it did to Jesus on the cross when he cried out,
“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me!” The fact that he chose the opening words of a venerable
Jewish prayer — Psalm 22 — reminds us of something we must never forget. You can only cry out to God
and argue with God and rail against God if you have a relationship with God. The French Jewish writer,
Simone Weil knows this truth well when she writes:

“God and humanity are like two lovers who have missed their rendezvouz. Each is there before the time, but each
at a different place, and they wait, and wait, and wait. He stands motionless, nailed to the spot for the whole of
time. She is distraught and impatient. But alas for her if she gets tired and goes away. .... The crucifixion of Christ
is the image of the fixity of God. God is attention without distraction. One must imitate the patience and humility
of God.” (Simone Weil, "The Things of the World" in G. A. Panichas (ed.) The Simone Weil Reader, David
McKay Company Inc., 1977, 424f.)

SUGGESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION

1. Reflect on the quotation from Abraham Heschel.

2. Reflect on the quotation from St Augustine.

3. Reflect on the poem of Gerard Manley Hopkins.

4. Describe the concept of “sacramentality” in your own words.

5. Give an example of “sacramentality” in daily living from your own experience?
6. Reflect on the quotation from Jean Pierre de Caussade.

7. What does the “grace of the present moment” mean for you in your daily living?
8. What do you understand by the expression, “revelation is summons”?

9. Reflect on your experience of the “silence of the sacramental presence.”

10. Reflect on the quotation from Simone Weil.
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