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Chapter 1
To add sugar or not? Father Matthew Shalgry stared into his coffee in the cool dark of the Market Street coffeehouse. As a priest, he thought maybe not. He should take it bitter and offer it up. As a diagnosed depressive, he thought sweetness would be good – medicinal, don't you know?
As an involuntary empath, sentenced by his chemistry and his Creator to feel each passerby's emotions, he already got sweet and sour and fiercely-angry thrust at him every moment.
Dr. Aram had looked at him with a sharp psychiatric eye. You could imagine Aram's mind as a vast pachinko machine, bouncing patient Shalgry back and forth until he fell into one of the diagnostic categories. The psychiatrist found Disthymia, a long-term low grade depression -- Father Shalgry could have told him that, in fact had told him that, though without the Greek -- and prescribed the antidepressant.
Aram thought his depression arose from the “silencing,” being forbidden to preach or teach, and from having the parish taken from him.
Shalgry looked at the black and white faux-Nineteenth Century cover of Ministering Spirits which awaited him at his table. He knew when he chose to write kindly about Spiritualists that there would be an uproar. Yet having met a grieving husband who was comforted in a Spiritualist meeting in a way the Church could not offer, he felt he had no choice but to find out what they taught.
“Is there any other way to know, than to enter?” thought Shalgry. He saw in his mind a long-loved face. When he loved a woman, before his priesthood, he threw all of himself before his love and was a living offering to her auburn beauty. When he met Jesus and took up His sacraments, he gave all of himself and entered fully into his priesthood. He had a sympathy for Martin Luther sometimes, who had said, “God help me, I can do no other.” What is there to give, except everything?
He had gone to Spiritualist meetings and listened with his careful, critical mind. He read what they had written and watched while the bereaved were heartened. He wrote Ministering Spirits with respect and appreciation. Someone sent it to Rome; someone in Rome complained to the Archdiocese, and Matthew Shalgry was out of a parish. No appeal, no discussion – just no parish and a year's ban on teaching or preaching. He was silenced.
“Lost in thought, Father?” He looked up to find a young woman looking at him across the sugar-and-cream counter.
“I am, a bit. Wondering - sweetening or offering? Which path leads to heaven?”
My God, thought Father Shalgry, look at her tattoos. Down one arm ran symbols from Asia – stupas and knotwork, sitting Buddhas and dancing goddesses. Down the other arm were a rosary and an image of the Virgin of Guadalupe and a crucifix. The juxtaposition might have seemed mocking, but the artistry on each arm was utterly serious and respectful. Yet he could swear she was a palimpsest, and older illuminations had been erased to make room for these.
She smiled at him, white teeth and deep blue eyes. “That is the question, isn't it? Both, perhaps? And...” she went on. Shalgry doubted he could look away from her until she let him go. “...might I use the sugar?”
“Oh, yes.” He sought for his own smile somewhere. “Yes, of course.” He handed her the sugar and waited while she poured some into her black coffee. She stirred it once, glanced at him again with her smile of many meanings, and returned to her boyfriend who was waiting by the door. Shalgry watched them go.
Bitter, Shalgry refused to be heartbroken as well. "Nice work, Lord," he said to his Friend.
"Glad you like them, Matthew. Flowers are so beautiful, full of life and desire," came back the soft and Aramaic-accented voice.
Father Shalgry regarded this beautiful couple, the God of Love at work in the world. The girl was perhaps eighteen, quite covered with tattoos. Elegant work, those tattoos. In my youth, thought the father, there was nothing like that fine line and subtle color. How do they do that? And will she be sorry in thirty years that she has them? No, I think she will be proud of them. Her companion carried himself with the self-absorbed seriousness of a young man. Perhaps he was a musician, with a day job somewhere, and this beautiful girlfriend.
He was delighted at what he did not feel. Unmedicated, he would have to experience each feeling the couple had. What would Aram make of it were he told that Wellbutrin was not an antidepressant, but an anti-empathic; not an antipsychotic, but an anti-psychic? He would take a small notation in the record, and take the insight as a symptom.
Shalgry had not told him of the empathy, just the sadness it brought. Yet in the medical lottery he had won. Shalgry traveled now in a cool cloud of not knowing the so-often-distressed feelings of others.
He knew that the dosage was low enough that he could with a slight effort step back out into the bright and buffeting world of empathy. Not every passing feeling came to him, but people's life-trails, their repeated and recurring attitudes and feelings. What a mathematician friend called their "fixed points," those parts of them that, when they changed as all things change, changed into themselves and so seemed to persist unchanged. Their habitual path. What another generation would have called their "character."
Looking at the couple in front of him, he could guess that the young woman balanced between a critique that would become criticism and then bitterness, etching lines down from the corner of her mouth; and a life of wonder at how mysteriously beautiful the world can be. The priest thought that it was an accurate perception, the empathy beginning to break through. Her sense of mysterious beauty was likely to lose the contest -- except that the fellow she was with had a kind of workman's peace about him. He might be to her a garden in which she could contemplate - if they remained together.
Shalgry turned Jesus' words over in his thoughts. Yes, beautiful. But what this young woman had said: “Both.” She had said both sweetness and offering. It stuck and would not leave his mind.
The righteousness he felt, the kinship with Galileo who had also been silenced – was that a bitter offering, or a secret sweetness? Which one had he made into this shell around himself?
In a few minutes the Archbishop wanted to see him. Unaccountably the same prelate who had silenced him without a hearing and set him listening to confessions at convents now asked him to come to the archdiocesan office.
He thought of the confessions he heard. Short of priests as they were, the archbishop was not about to have him entirely out of circulation. Instead he had been assigned to hear confessions throughout the convents of the archdiocese, sometimes in one convent a week, sometimes two a day. He had disciplined himself not to think of the contents of those confessions, but the flavor persisted. These women worked long hours for not one penny; then they came into his confessional and accused themselves of unkindnesses, and disobediences that one could find only with a magnifying glass. Where was the God of Love in that, he often wondered, while assigning penances for what so often seemed to be scruples.
He looked in the mirror across the room. The aging priest in black who looked back, grey, handsome and thickening, did seem lost in thought. That priest reached a decision. He added sugar, and cream and cinnamon as well.
He sipped his coffee, savored its bitterness and sweetness, and felt his nostrils opened by the spice. He had a bishop to see. He sighed and walked out into the bright November day.
Chapter 2
"Good Morning Father! The Archbishop will be right with you." Where did receptionists get such chirp? Did the receptionists in Hell chirp, "Please have a seat. The Prince of Darkness will be right with you." Of course, in Hell one would wait forever, sliding off one's seat and reading copies of ancient Catholic magazines like The Liguorian. "Thank you," was all he said. There is no point in being rude, ever, and especially to those who were on the front lines as this receptionist was.
She sat absorbed in her computer screen, a woman of perhaps 35 years. Tired, she seemed. Tired and determined and a little bit battered by her job. Who knew what madmen came through the door of the Archbishop of San Francisco's office. How many people felt their Church had cast them out for being themselves, or for loving the wrong sort of people? They came looking for the shepherds of Christ's flock, and found instead the receptionist of the Shepherd, and poured out all the sadness and anger of their hopes on her who was only trying to make a living (most probably with no tattoos at all) and maybe supporting a child all by herself. The Church at least had grown kinder to unwed mothers in the last fifty years. No more casting them out of every Catholic institution. The Church knew that the abortionist was always nearby, and was grateful to every woman who decided to carry her child to term. Hmmm, even the Church can learn. Slowly, though, he thought.
The walls were decorated in corporate Christian, a crucifix, a picture of Mary and of course of Saint Francis. And there, saints be praised, was the door opening and Archbishop Albert Buchanan himself. How did the man keep himself in such good shape, fighting his way up the hierarchy? Did he sneak off to Gold's Gym and work out among the buff young gay folk? But trim as he was, the Archbishop of San Francisco today was also friendly; and that was the greater mystery. "Good morning, Father," and a smile that might even be welcoming. Now this was peculiar. Father Shalgry knew that he was in Coventry, and successful Church bureaucrats were not friendly with those in exile. Perhaps they were kind, but not friendly.
"Coffee, Father?"
"No thank you, I had some a few moments ago."
"Beautiful day, isn't it? Lovely time to be here, the sunny fall days in San Francisco."
Oh now, this was stranger still. The Archbishop was showing appreciation for beauty. The man was not an aesthete, just not at all. What he was, thought Father Shalgry, was undoubtedly up to something.
And there in his office was Sister Madeleine, the Archdiocese's Director of Education. Severe, handsome, she had kept her habit when most of her order had shed theirs. The rosary that hung from her rope belt looked worn. She spent many nights in prayer, it was said.
Her orthodoxy was famous and quite uncompromising. She is the one who still forbade folk instruments at the Masses in the Catholic schools of the city. She had a powerful mind, and every bit was devoted to passing on the Church's heritage, intact and unstained by its journey through time, to the next generation. It was said that the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, the Holy Inquisition, trembled when they received a letter from Sister Madeleine.
"Good morning, Father." She smiled at him. She knew her own reputation, and rather delighted in it.
"I hesitate to speak in front of you, Sister," Shalgry responded. He was sure that Sister Madeleine had been deeply involved in his silencing. She made a brushing gesture. "Teaching and preaching, Father. That is all that is forbidden you. And that only for a year." She shook her head, in despair perhaps at the leniency of the Church.
"Father, forgive me for coming directly to the point..." said the Archbishop.
"No, your Excellency, thank you for that."
"Something has come up in the convents of the archdiocese. I know you hear confessions in many of them. Of course I would not want you breaking the seal of the confessional. But I hoped that perhaps you might have heard about this."
The Archbishop reached into his desk and brought out what seemed to be a thick pamphlet. On it was a picture of Jesus, and the words The Love of Christ.
Father Shalgry took the proffered booklet. On the back it said simply "Texete Sorores" 'Tecks-eet Sisters?' Some order in Austin, Dallas or Houston? He looked inside. The author, it said, was "Sister Clare." But no indication of her convent, if she had one. Choosing pseudonymity, are we sister? Father Shalgry felt a moment's sympathy for her. It might be nice to avoid the direct attentions of one's superiors. He had the advantage of a bit of family money. If one had none, and nowhere else to go, then one might have one's say without using one's own name. Especially in a diocese with good Sister Madeleine making straight the way of the Lord.
"What is it, your Grace?" asked Shalgry.
"Take a look, Father."
Father Shalgry turned the page.
My Lord and my God -
I have turned to you
and given you my life.
I have made myself
your servant, willingly,
and I wear your ring.
Surely I am a bride of Christ.
But oh my Lord, even so,
I fear sometimes the power
of you in me, the power
of your life...
-- From "The Love of Christ by Sister Clare"
"It seems a devotional book," said Father Shalgry. "Written by a modern and self-examining woman. But, if I am any expert," Shalgry smiled, "orthodox enough."
The Archbishop regarded him with a cool look that gave nothing away. Not a man to play poker with. "Please look deeper in, Father. Near the end."
Father Shalgry turned the pages. They were a bit worn. Someone had turned these pages many times before him.
Oh my Prince, it is your touch
that moves me in my heart
that draws my heart to my skin
that makes me open to you.
Oh my crucified and resurrected Love
I open to you and your manhood.
With every part of my soul and body
I receive you into me, I welcome you
and your hardness into my woman's wetness.
My Beloved, I am wet for you.
My King, I want you all the day,
and Oh! all the night.
-- From "The Love of Christ by Sister Clare"
"Oh," said Father Shalgry.
The corners of the Archbishop's mouth perhaps twitched, and the corners of his eyes wrinkled into momentary smile lines. "Yes. It is surprising with such a title, isn't it? "
Father Shalgry put the pamphlet down on the Archbishop's elegantly and expensively understated desk. "Yes, it is." He thought for a long moment about the sometimes tortured sexuality that came to him in convent confessions. He put them again out of his mind. Those words, those thoughts and feelings, were blessedly private between the penitent and God. The priest was just a messenger, a courier of the word back and forth. He looked up at the Archbishop.
"Father," said that worthy, "I know we have had our differences about doctrine, and we will go on having them. But I think you are a kind man and devoted to the Church in your way. I wanted to ask a favor..."
A favor, thought Shalgry. The Archbishop did not often use such language.
"Would you help us understand what this means?"
"Means?" replied Shalgry. "I am afraid I do not understand you, Archbishop."
"This ... booklet is spread throughout the convents of the archdiocese. Scandalized nuns have brought us at least ten copies."
Sister Madeleine, he could swear, snorted. "At least," she said.
The Archbishop looked out into the fall sunshine and the falling leaves of a season passing. "The sisters are a private lot. They do not communicate that much with the male hierarchy, resenting that they are not in it." Here the Archbishop smiled at his own understatement. "If we were brought ten copies, there must be hundreds."
Shalgry nodded. The Archbishop was right. If the Archbishop’s residence were on fire, many nuns would not bring water.
"Father, I have not talked with the other bishops about this. But somehow I am sure they are facing the same matter. The Vatican will have to act, I expect. The Curia usually does," the Archbishop continued wryly. If the Archbishop was speaking ironically of the center of the Church, the Hall of Fame of the game he had played all his life, he was more upset than he was admitting.
"Father, I would like you to help me, if you will. Before we put our big Irish foot down, I would like to understand what this is about. What it means. Would you be willing to try to find out? The archdiocese would pay your expenses. And relieve you of other duties."
Shalgry sat in some shock. The Archbishop was talking a language he had never spoken before, a language of understanding before acting. Maybe even of sympathy. This was not the hierarchy that he was accustomed to.
"And Father, if you can, I would like you to find out who Sister Clare is."
Sister Madeleine caught the prelate's eye, and when he nodded almost imperceptibly, she spoke. "The Archbishop is being gentle, as he always is. This is a chancre in the Church, Father. The practice of chastity is difficult for all of us. Many fall. And this will encourage immorality throughout the sisterhood. The Devil loves to wrap sin and self-indulgence in religious costumes. This is an old, hedonistic sin. Perhaps, even likely, it is heresy. If we pluck it out now, it may die back and many good nuns will return to their work and prayer, chastened but faithful at the end."
Pluck it out. Find the chancre-nun, and pluck her out. Ah. Now that is more like it. Locate someone to punish, someone to be an example. Just as he himself had been made one. Father Shalgry felt the sympathy of his soul, which a moment before had almost gone out to the Archbishop, return to its dark roost in his heart.
The Archbishop's face was an unmoving mask, perhaps more terrifying than Sister Madeleine's open fangs. "Would you consider this, Father?"
Shalgry looked down for a moment, moved more than he thought. He looked up. "May I have a little time to pray about this, sir?"
The Archbishop looked at him and then nodded silently.
Chapter 3
Father Shalgry sat alone in the cool of the Mission Dolores Basilica, looking up at the crucified Christ above the altar. It was a place he came any time he needed to pray Catholic prayers, to be part of his tradition and deep in the culture. He closed his eyes. "I do not, I do not want to do this.”
Silence. "Do you know Sister Clare, Lord?"
"I do, Matthew. We're quite close."
Ah, when the King of the Universe was coy about things, one was supposed to work it out for oneself. What could the Archbishop and the hierarchy be up to here? He had been in their tender claws enough to know how they could be. At the same time, he had never thought of this Archbishop as untruthful. Gruff, authoritarian. He would say hard things. But what he said, Father Shalgry experienced, was true. And Buchanan said they wanted to understand, not punish. For a moment, Shalgry was glad that Sister Madeleine was not the Archbishop. She would have risen far; she would have been a cardinal by now. And the "discipline" would have been even more muscular, less self-doubting, more unrelenting.
And what was going on in the heart of this Sister Clare, and the hearts of the nuns who were passing this pamphlet from hand to hand? What would he be doing if he took part in this inquiry?
Why not a woman, why not a nun? He thought again of Sister Madeleine. Shalgry was aware the kind of women who had gained the confidence of the hierarchy. Their intention was good, surely. But they were likely to be even more zealously orthodox.
He looked at the statues around him, in the dark old Colonial Spanish style. "Please, Lord. Some wisdom, please. Do not let me do harm here." He knew that there was going to be an investigation. He knew that someone would do it. And he did not think he was vain to hope that he would be kinder than most.
Shalgry had learned to ask, and then to become very quiet. He breathed in the cool of the basilica, the adobe and plaster smell of the church, and the incense that had sunk into the walls for over a century. He became as quiet as he knew how, his eyes half closed, and waited. Waited in the cool, letting his thoughts settle like the flakes in a snow-globe, dropping to the bottom of his awareness undisturbed.
This asking and answering had been with him for years, and it was the first thing he tested when he began taking the antidepressant. Without prayer and this intuition, he knew, he would be completely at sea. It was his navigator, and he would have given up any amount of little-white-pill peace to keep it. And it had worked inside the fog as well as it had outside it. Let us give thanks.
Shalgry settled further, holding the question and little else in the cool peace. Waiting for wisdom. And then it seemed to come, a further deeper peace that joined with the idea of going forward on this odd project, joined with it without much turbulence. Just a little fizz - Shalgry assumed that the fizz stood for the various difficulties that would arise - but it was all embedded in a deeper and wider peace. It seemed to be his answer - go forward.
He opened his eyes and looked about the church. There, over there, was a bank of candles in front of good Saint Jude. Jude, the patron of impossible things. Surely it was impossible that this project would be OK; and yet so it seemed. The sense of cool and confiding peace stayed with him. Father Shalgry reached into his pocket for a dollar, and bought a candle for Jesus' friend and disciple Jude Thaddeus.
He went out through the religious articles shop, noting the richness of his religion. This is not an austere faith, not at all. The statues, the incense, the rosaries and the tiny shrines. Catholic religiosity was so like that of the Hindus and the Tibetan Buddhists. They both had places for desire in their religion. Maybe there was a place for it in the One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic Church too.
Chapter 4
Advent had come grey and cold, giving up the bright light and warmth of the season of All Saints. In his neat, bare Gough Street apartment Father Shalgry arose early. He took a slow shower, and before even a cup of coffee he went to the small altar against one wall. With or without a parish, silenced or not, he was and remained “a priest forever.”
He took out his tiny vessel of wafers, fine white disks, and removed just one. He brought out a small bottle of sacramental wine. Not good, not great, a plain wine. But it was for purposes other than drinking - it would be mixed with a great deal of water in the tiny gold-lined chalice. He brought out the Mass book and set it on the altar. From a large drawer under the altar he brought out the vestments that priests wear for the Mass. He kissed the stole and put it around his neck, hanging down in front. With a rope cincture as a belt, he bound it so that he had it crossed in front of him. Each vestment he put on had its own prayer; each represented part of the powers and commitments of the priesthood. He dressed with care, for there would be with him in a moment a very important Guest.
Shalgry took the real presence of Christ in the consecrated Host with great seriousness, with an orthodoxy that would have surprised the Archbishop. It was why he had become a priest, and why he stayed one, this Great Magic that turned simple bread and wine into the Creator of the universe. This was the great scandal, that the Holy One would take on flesh and dwell among us.
Shalgry turned to the altar and began with the words of his childhood Mass, which he had learned first in Latin: "I will go into the altar of God, to God who gives joy to my youth." The words flowed by him, familiar words that had been spoken in many languages. When he said the words of consecration "This is My body... This is My blood..." it was with a sense of holiness mixed with humor. The scandal continued - who would know that in this small apartment the King of the Universe would come visiting in the flesh.
He took the small dry Host into his mouth, and then the Wine, and felt the thrill of surprising faith. Of all the great sacramental religions, which other invited - no, commanded - the faithful to eat the body of God? His words failed him. Once again even his mind was silent.
Breakfast was on the street. In the cool of a San Francisco November, Shalgry valued the company and the beauty of a table outside of a restaurant. He greeted the cook and the waiter "Hello George, Hello Ramon," and received their "Hello Father." He always wore his collar, even with a sport shirt - it seemed only fair to declare himself truthfully for what he was. He took out the copy of The Love of Christ that the Archbishop had given him.
My Lord and my God -
I have turned to You
and given You my life.
I have made myself
Your servant, willingly,
and I wear Your ring.
Surely I am a bride of Christ.
But oh my Lord, even so,
I fear sometimes the power
of You in me, the power
of your life. Each day I do
as best I can, as best I understand,
Your will in the world.
Yet I am always with You,
and the world itself
beautiful as You made it,
pales beside You.
You are the light of the world
and the light of my life.
-- From "The Love of Christ by Sister Clare"
No one could object to this, thought Father Shalgry. This is devotion, the love of God. It is what keeps us all going. If we have not love, said Paul, we would be as sounding cymbals. Even if we do heroic things, without love we are nothing. Sister Clare loves her God, and says so.
Father Shalgry wondered what would have happened to him if he had not taken the cloth. Maybe a secular education and a life without Masses. Without Archbishops. Mmm, one good thing and one bad. How could one live without Archbishops? And he would have no doubt fallen in love with a woman, had children perhaps. He would get up each morning and go to a job that made all sorts of reasonable sense. But would he have a visit every morning with the King of the Universe incarnated? Would he have listened to the hearts of strangers and friends, and then with borrowed magic lifted the sins off their souls? Would he have sat beside the old and dying, comforting them as they prepared to go visit their Creator and their great Lover? Or would he have been present at the welcoming of children, when they went from nameless to named, members of the community of speech and names as well as of the ancient Church. Would he have been able to sit in an old Church, built by Indians under the Spanish and still in use two empires later, and ask for wisdom?
And if not, what might he have gained that would have made up for the loss of those things? What sweet thighs could make up for such a loss?
But that must be the issue. Again and again we whom the Church asks to be celibate, come up against that loneliness late in the night and wish for a warm and happy and hungry body against ours. And in that moment, all the magics of our calling seem thin. Father Shalgry was not a weeping man, but if he were one, that loneliness would have brought him to tears.
"Yes, Ramon. Please, more coffee. And please tell George that his sausage is even more wonderful today than usual. I'll get God to bring George in as a cook even if he has enough saints." Ramon smiled at the joke, even though it was old, maybe because it was old.
"Your children are well? And your wife, is she better? "
"Yes Father, thank you. She is home from the hospital, the infection has passed. Our new son is well too. Please, pray for us." Shalgry smiled at this man, who had chosen the other branching in life and had this family. "Of course I will," he said. "I pray for them at Mass every day." That was true; each day he asked God to be merciful to each person he knew, usually by name and with mention of their need and suffering. Surely God knew the names and the stories better than he did. Maybe he prayed for his own sake, or prayed out of hope as much as out of faith. But he did pray. The whole Communion prayed, and he joined in it.
"And I am glad God listened to us again," he said, laughing the laugh of a naughty child who has been indulged. Ramon laughed too, filled his coffee cup again with dark black coffee and made sure that his pitcher of cream was full, and smiled at him with the graceful smile that Latin culture seemed to teach better than any other in America. He went then to care for other customers. Shalgry stared at his coffee, and stirred it. He picked up Sister Clare's pamphlet and read again.
Is it enough
to love you in service, oh my Love?
Is it enough to kneel in front of You?
It would be, my King, if you were only God?
But you are not only God. No.
You are a man. You are the Man who walked
in the dusty Roman-occupied roads of Galilee.
You drank wine and ate bread, you whipped the
moneychangers away from Your Father's temple.
You were a Man shining with the olive oil
that woman used to clean your feet. Yes.
I understand her. Had I been there, with oil,
I would have poured it on you too, my Love.
It is so lonely, my Love. They gave me a ring,
they told me I was married to the most lovely Man
ever born of woman, a child of sinless woman and
perfect Father, and then they said that we were
never in this world to touch. But how, Love?
How could I believe that? How could I think that You,
the Master of Kindness, would not come to me
in Spirit?
But You are not just spirit, not even Holy Spirit.
You are flesh. You give us Your flesh to eat,
and command us to eat it. How could I think
that you would not come to Your bride?
-- From "The Love of Christ by Sister Clare"
"Ah, the poor woman," thought Shalgry. "The poor lonely woman in the night..."
It was with a light heart that surprised him, that Shalgry returned to the Archiepiscopal offices that afternoon for a second appointment. He was ushered in quickly, not much time at all to study the aging magazines. "Good afternoon, Father," said the Archbishop.
"Are you all right, Archbishop," asked Shalgry. And indeed it seemed he was not. The day before the Archbishop had been a model of trim middle age. Now he seemed grayish as if someone had come and taken the color out of him, leaving the same man with less life.
"I think so, Father. Just a bit peaked this morning. Not sure what it is, really." The Archbishop looked down for a moment, breaking the commanding contact. Shalgry was glad to notice that Sister Madeleine was not with them.
"Did you consider the favor I asked, Father?"
"I did, sir, I did." Shalgry paused while the receptionist brought in coffee for both of them, and then mixed milk into his own while the Archbishop took his black. "I was wondering if I might ask a few questions of my own?"
"Ask away," replied the Archbishop, almost distracted.
"Would I be part of the Church's discipline here? I have experienced it myself and it is not a pleasant thing."
"Ah, Matthew. No." The Archbishop paused to take a drink of his coffee. "At least it is not what I intend. I want to understand what is happening in my own archdiocese. I know we can be heavyhanded in the way we cut and prune the problems from the church. Sometimes we must be, or we would all be Anglicans. And sometimes we do terrible, wrong things, burning people..." The Archbishop looked for a moment out the window at the grey day. "Or sometimes just driving out people who are being an expression of God, you know? Would there have been a Reformation if the Church had examined its conscience and said 'Thank you, Father Luther, we'll fix that'?"
Father Shalgry had never heard the Archbishop, or anyone in the hierarchy, be so candid.
"But sometimes," the Archbishop went on, coming back to some of his customary force, "sometimes the Church gets it. Gets it in time. The Church accepted the Catholic charismatics singing and shouting like Holy Rollers right at Mass. It wasn't what we were used to. But it was a renewal, and the Holy Fathers since then have welcomed it. Mostly."
"And Pope Innocent," murmured Shalgry.
"Yes," the Archbishop nodded. "The Pope dreaming that the beggar who had come to him from Assisi, that troublemaker Francis, that he was all by himself holding up the great Lateran cathedral." The Archbishop looked directly at Shalgry. "It is that kind of wisdom I am hoping for.
"I cannot promise you, Father, that there won't be some kind of discipline from someone in the future. I know how our Church is. But at this point all I am trying to do is understand it all. I don't really need names..."
Shalgry sat in the unaccustomed silence. Then the Archbishop raised his head and grinned again the grin of a successful executive in the Holy Church. "I would ask though, Father, that you not be talking or writing about this to outsiders. Observe the same silence you have observed so well so far. For that I would be grateful."
The intensity of the Archbishop broke through the fog of privacy that Shalgry's little white pills brought him. He could feel a desperate, urgent desire in the Archbishop. It was a desire that his contribution be of benefit when seen from the viewpoint of eternity. It was a kind of ambition mixed with service, all the more believable for being unspoken. Shalgry felt his heart soften a little towards the man in front of him.
Shalgry nodded. "all right. I will do it that way. And may I say I am asking for you, when I ask questions?"
"You may, Matthew. And thank you."
Chapter 5
In the afternoon, sitting at a street table at before the Market Street coffee house with his clerically black laptop for cover, he thought of what path he might follow into this question. Put an ad on Craigslist, "Seeking nun who lusts for her Lord." Might work, but it would be a violation of his agreement with the Archbishop. He felt surprisingly protective of the Archbishop, as if the man had become fragile overnight and needed caring for.
What then?
Research? Go online and seek references? Where to start? Google "The Love of Christ" and "nun"? Why not?
He found:
...Peter Damian invoked similar matrimonial, even erotic, metaphors in writing on the religious life to the countess-nun Blanche ... "now united to the heavenly bridegroom," whom he advised to "make the Lord your only joy" (cf. Psalm 36:4), for 'when this — with all its prosperity was shining upon you, it was not the flattering world that drew you, but Christ, 'of all men the most handsome' [Psalm 44:3], who beckoned you by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit to embrace him in marriage.' ...Peter enjoined Blanche 'constantly [to embrace] Christ in the secret recesses of the heart...(1)
So this was not a new understanding but went way back into that most Catholic of times, the Middle Ages. Such a feeling of devotion was more appropriate for women, it was thought.
And here, from the Passionist Sisters' website, quoting Psalm 45:
Listen, O daughter, give ear to my words;
forget your own people and your father’s house.
So will the king desire your beauty.
So perhaps the form of the devotion is new and extreme. But the heart of it is an old deep root in the Church.
Father Shalgry leaned back from his laptop and looked about him. Everywhere he could see people in the throes of desire. That woman, so casual in her display of her very beautiful skin - she was like a flower calling to the bee. And that man in his studied disinterest in the reactions of any around him. But how much time had he spent in finding just that T-shirt, just those jeans? How filled with hunger for being known and appreciated? Is hunger not the way we are, hungering for love or appreciation or acknowledgment or like the Archbishop, for contribution?
Shalgry wondered for a moment what it was he hungered for. What drove him to write a book the Church would surely condemn, and then to stay in the same Church? What gave him satisfaction, sitting here in clerical garb among people 40 years younger than he, yet very carefully using the latest technology just as they did. Why did he seek the past and the future at once? What was he trying to unite?
His occasional empathy broke through the chemical privacy of his medication. For a moment he felt a buzz, a flowing of all the desires around him. Freed from the individuals all around him in which they lodged, the desires moved towards their goals - lust to the one desired, ambition to the state sought, faineance - what a lovely old word for sloth - towards rest. Like bees indeed, each seeking the flower it loved best. Fulfilling the flower's business as well as its own, and bringing pollen back for the tribe.
Bringing honey back? Well, pollen really, to be made into honey. But what might the pollen be that these nuns were bringing to the Church? Always the Catholic Church remembered Jesus' reply to Martha. She "was cumbered about much serving," frequens ministerium said the Vulgate, and asked Him to remonstrate with Mary, her sister who just stayed with Jesus. Instead:
Jesus answered and said unto her, Martha, Martha, thou art careful and troubled about many things: But one thing is needful: and Mary hath chosen that good part, which shall not be taken away from her.
There was no doubt about it - Jesus preferred those who love Him even over those who do good deeds. That fact has led to much gnashing of teeth inside and outside the Church, that what He said would lead to self indulgence. But the Church had found that the contemplatives, those who turn always towards God, pumped nourishment to all the good deeds and the daily lives of the whole Communion.
What food was Sister Clare bringing?
What a strange thing. How did he know with such certainty that she was bringing nourishment, not temptation or failure? Shalgry did know it, without knowing how. There was something in what Sister Clare was doing that was good for the Church.
He imagined that he was with Jesus the many times that the Incarnate God had prayed, uncertain and seeking guidance in the dusty years in Roman Palestine. If Jesus could ask for wisdom, so could he. The prayer of the finite to the Infinite, he thought of it as; and what he did not notice consciously was that it was the prayer of the heart through the Heart. God is said to like such prayers.
"Please," he prayed, "show me how to move forward in this. I have allowed myself to become an intermediary between an old and cranky Church and a woman who may be bringing it something it needs. Like feeding an old Lion - one can get bit. May she not get bit. May I not get bit. May the lion get fed."
And after he prayed, as happened so often, there was a sort of silence in his mind. He rose, and folded the computer closed in front of him. He gathered the power supply and slipped it into the case. He zipped the case closed and, silent even in his heart, walked away from the coffee house into the grey day of San Francisco.
Chapter 6
Time to talk with a friend, he knew that. And the friend had to be his old good friend Marta Vasquez. Once Sister Marta, and a high school Latin teacher of some renown, she had followed her own heart and a deep love out of the convent and into the Valencia Street lesbian triangle of the city. The woman she had first fallen in love with was gone, now. Marta remained, earning her living as a bartender at a bar in that neighborhood and an unlicensed counselor to the many women who came in, to not a few gay men, and to one silenced priest.
Shalgry had known her through all her changes. He had been her confessor at the convent. He had been one of the first who sought her out in her new life. He needed all the good rowdy friends he could find and she was indeed that. If she had ever been in trouble at the convent, it was for making the other nuns laugh.
He walked down Church Street, past the school the Church ran, and then the big Mission High School that the city and county had open for the polyglot and polychrome children of the city, and on to Dolores Park. He could hear the POK of tennis balls on the tennis courts, the shouts of the young men playing soccer on the grass, and the openness of this park that was the meeting place for families and every political march in San Francisco. Across it he walked, still lost in thought, and on to far side where Valencia Street sat in its smaller and very female version of the Castro district, and down that street, then, to the Pink Triangle.
"Good morning Father," said Hilda, who was behind the bar when Marta was not. "Have you seen the error of your ways and come to be a lesbian? Sappho loves you, you know?" It was an old patter, her Ms. Interlocutrix to his Mr. Bones; but Hilda’s lugubrious face always made him wonder if she were quite serious and not joking at all.
"I fear I could not pass the physical."
"Just a wee bit of cropping and stitching, Father, We could have you ready for the exam in no time at all." Hilda looked down at the glasses she was washing. “Marta is in the office,” she went on.
Shalgry passed through door behind the bar, down a passageway full of empty beer bottles in cases awaiting the recycler, and into the small office that served the Pink Triangle. "Marta, my sweet, where in heaven did you get an actual green eyeshade?"
Marta raised it to look up at the priest. "The better to do my accounts with, fa-ther." She rhymed it with 'blather,' "And what could I do for you today?"
"Well," replied Shalgry, "I need some nunly advice. Some lascivious-sister-ly advice, so my mind turned to you." Marta was ready with a quick response, but hesitated as she saw his seriousness. "What is it, Matthew? Have you fallen in love with Mother Agnes and plan to elope?" Mother Agnes was the dean of Mothers Superior in San Francisco. She had become the principal of Saint Joseph's School that Matthew had once attended as a child, before “retiring.”
"The nun in question is named Sister Clare, and I do not know where to find her. Would you know?"
"Oh, Sister Clare! If she is the one I think, I did not know any man knew of her, not one word. Convent walls have sprung leaks, I see. What a shame, with the winter coming on." Marta removed the eyeshade and set it on the desk. She rubbed her short red hair, now a bit shot with grey, and asked, "Coffee, then? Or something stronger?"
" Perhaps some of that fine soda water you keep for your best clientele. So you know Sister Clare?"
"We are speaking of The Love of Christ here?" she asked.
"Yes. That very uplifting pamphlet. Does it really date back to your time in the convent? That long?"
"Father, it is more years than you can count with your shoes on, but it is not all that many. Yes. I first heard of Sister Clare just as I was beginning to notice the beauty of the sisters' eyes a dozen years back. But why is it in your hands?" Father Shalgry had brought the pamphlet out of his computer case.
"A mutual friend of ours has asked me to find out about it."
"Benedict the Sixteenth?"
"Close. Archbishop Buchanan."
"Good Lord," breathed Marta. "Archbishop Buchanan asked you to investigate this? I thought he was not speaking with you. And I knew he had you not speaking with anyone else."
"I was surprised myself," admitted Shalgry. "I did not expect to hear from the Chancery. Perhaps I am outré enough to gain entrance into the catacombs."
"But male enough to tell him what you found."
"There is that," answered Shalgry. "But would you want Sister Madeleine asking the questions?”
At the thought of the archdiocese's Torquemada, Marta grew quiet. "You, then" she said. "So he sent you. And you agreed to infiltrate the convents? I heard your byplay with Hildie - she has a point you know. You might be noticed."
"He was strangely liberal, Buchanan was." Shalgry recalled his moment of sympathy with the Archbishop. "He said he does not want names. Can you imagine that, an inquisitor who does not want names?" They both contemplated the idea. "He said he wants to understand."
"Understand so he can stomp down harder, you mean," said Marta. Her leaving of the convent was a very hard time for her.
"He mentioned Saint Francis holding up the Lateran basilica."
"He did, did he?" Sister and now tavernkeeper Marta was quiet for a moment. "What do you want to know, Matthew?"
Shalgry started to speak, then fell silent.
"What, Matthew?"
"There is something more, Marta. What is it?"
She shook her head impatiently. "I thought those pills they gave you kept you from feeling without a license."
"You are feeling pretty loud, Marta. Sister Madeleine could pick it up."
Marta shivered and wrapped her arms around herself. "Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned," she murmured. "I'm sorry, Matthew. I know you are a good man, but..." She looked down, then raised eyes tight with pain at what she had to say. "I just wish we could keep this among the sisters. I never expected to share it with any man. Not even you." She blinked. "I'm sorry..."
Shalgry put his hand on her arm. "I understand, I think, Marta." He grinned crookedly. "It's like letting the English drink the good whisky."
Marta laughed, and her eyes whirled with smoke. "Yes, Matthew. That it is." She stood. "I need to talk with some people before I say anything more. May I call you in a day or so?"
Father Shalgry nodded. "I await your call. Thank you."
"A drop of comfort then, Father?"
"No," said the priest. "I should leave you to your accounts. And thank you."
Father Shalgry emerged into the bright grey day, his eyes shocked by the light after the dark of the bar.
He had time, now, for the first time since the Archbishop had summoned him to the archiepiscopal grumble offices near St Mary's Cathedral, time to think on his own. Time in fact to read the pamphlet that had begun it all.
Chapter 7
He stopped for a small lunch at Ali Baba, and around a falafel - carefully, for the sauce dripped on clerical garb would never come out - he read again:
I go into the world, and
because You said it, I feed the hungry.
Because You said it, I cleanse the lepers.
Because You said it, I teach the young.
Because You said it, I sell all I have and I give it to the poor.
Because You said it, I visit the sick, and those in prison,
because You said it. Because I am always seeking You.
-- From "The Love of Christ by Sister Clare"
Beneath many a Martha working in the world was hidden a Mary seeking her Beloved. Such it seemed was Sister Clare.
Did she teach, wondered Father Shalgry. Like so many Catholics he grew up in the parochial schools, the schools the immigrant Catholics had created to bring a Catholic experience into the Protestant milieu of the United States in the nineteenth century. "Nuns" to him meant the sisters who had led them in prayers each morning. It meant the black habits gliding across the playground to their mysterious convents. It meant voices of women young and old, teaching from the catechism why God made us ("to know, love and serve Him, and to be happy with Him forever"). They were the image of teaching to him. Others might use the red apple as a symbol for primary education, but for him it was the black habit.
Perhaps Sister Clare had been in a hospital. The association between nuns and nursing was so old that in England nurses are called "sister." It was a part of the ministry of religious women that dated back to the age when they were the only professional nurses. Did their habits lie at the origin of nurses' hats and costumes, wondered the priest? Was she a woman who spent her days with bedpans and thermometers and monitors and medicines? In these days she might be a doctor as well, or a researcher.
Was she enclosed? Did she live her life in a closed community, baking bread or communion wafers, making wine or honey to support the monastery, but most of all living the liturgical cycle of prayer and chanting? Was she a Trappistine, or like Teresa of Avila a Carmelite practicing a "hidden union with God." What was her life and habit as she was inwardly always seeking Christ?
Often he talked with Jesus. But today Father Shalgry found himself moved to wordless prayer. Sometimes this mood came on him, he had learned over the years to surrender to it. An opening of his soul and heart at the same time, he felt others moving in it as if he were a warm pond and they so many small fishes. The water, no the Water, was not his, he knew. It was the kindness of God at work. He was privileged for a moment to be the hole in the earth where the Water gathered and others lived and were refreshed. It was a privilege and it always moved him deeply to feel the Communion of Saints in action, these blessings going through the body of God like so many glowing fireflies. Could fireflies swim, could they move underwater? He had learned to let thoughts and questions go. They drew him up out of his heart and torso, where this miracle seemed to take place, into the also beautiful world of thoughts. Beautiful, but separating because discerning; and this time of warm prayer was not a time of separating but of union. He let the question go, and returned to the feeling of unnamed beings moving inside of the waters that he now willingly channeled.
The falafel rested on its paper on its basketwork plate, untouched. The people here, Christian Arabs from Palestine, would think him napping or perhaps even perceive that he prayed. From the ancient respect of the Arab for the Holy, they would welcome him and let him be.
He opened his eyes and looked around. The waters of his soul retreated, the pond dried, the fish and frogs burrowed into the mud; and Father Shalgry looked out on Nineteenth Street. Oh, the sun had come out! As so often it did, the sun now shown on the lesbians and Palestinians and Guatamaltecos of Valencia Street while leaving the Archdiocesan chancery shrouded in fog.
Chapter 8
Two days later, Marta called him. "Hello, Father. Could you come hear confessions - we have so much to tell you and we can promise it's LURID." Marta could do things with her voice that sounded like the best years of radio drama. "I could," replied Shalgry dryly. "And would this be sacramental work, or do you have some information about our mutual friend."
"Strange you should mention her, Father" said Marta. "It is about her, and some of her friends, that we should talk. Can you be free at say two in the afternoon? And come in plumber's mufti, OK?"
Like most priests, Father Shalgry had disguises. He had clothing to wear when for some reason being a priest was not appropriate. To go drinking, or occasionally dancing. To visit a film where, were he to be in his blacks all the conversation would be about him being there rather than about the film. Why people thought it amazing for a priest to go to a film where sex was discussed, was in itself amazing to him. They should sit in a confessional some Saturday afternoon.
He had found over the years that a priestly costume would let him go most places, but a plumber's blue coveralls and toolbox would let him go anywhere. He suspected that he could get into the White House if he showed up with pipewrench and joint compound. Since he had, in high school, been a plumber's helper over several summers he was not entirely false in the role. He went to his closet and dug out the blue jumpsuit and stained boots of his disguise.
In a few minutes the phone rang again. He gathered his tools and his cloth cap and went down the stairs. Yes, there was Marta's Toyota. On the back seat floor she had spread newspapers. No stains on her floor.
Shalgry put his tools carefully on the paper and then climbed into the shotgun seat. "Where to, oh conspiratrix?" "Just put on the blindfold, Father, and ask no questions. Where we are going is Nun of your Business." Shalgry could hear the capitalizations in her voice, and recognized her humor. When the matter was serious, Marta punned. She would be the life of the party in an earthquake, he was sure. He was ready to take a blindfold from her until he saw her grin. Right. He settled back.
"And why am I a plumber today?"
"Because you are going where no man has gone before, Father. This particular cloister has its own plumber-sister. But the neighbors won't know that, and your arrival in blues will raise fewer eyebrows than arriving in clericals would."
Marta turned her attention to her driving as the priest considered which of the City's enclosed communities they might be visiting. There were a surprising number of them, really - the Carmelites by the Jesuit University of San Francisco, the Monastery of Perpetual Adoration on Ashbury Street. But this visit was to neither of those venerable communities. It was to a walled building set in a surprising neighborhood. For all of Father Shalgry's experience as a visiting priest in San Francisco's archdiocese, he had never seen nor heard of this order. If order it was.
He was lost in racking his memory for the name of this community, and he was not expecting to turn and find Marta pinning a veil - no, heavens help us, a modern nun's habit-veil - to her hair. "There we go, Father. The monastery's plumbing clogs. The extern nun goes and gets a plumber, doubtless a good Catholic plumber..."
"They are the best," replied Shalgry sotto voce.
"...and brings him to rescue the devout but helpless sisters. It will fit so easily into people's schemas of things that they will not think twice. If ever they do. Ready, frater plumber?"
"Ready, sister." Let us go clear the pipes of the Church, he thought. This grows more and more mysterious as the hours pass. But it was more fun than coffee on Market Street, for all he liked that; and the story was going to be a good one.
He gathered his tools, placed his cap on his head, and did his best to look a bit daunted as he followed her to the large wooden door in the wall. Any real Catholic boy who had graduated from parochial school would be daunted entering a nun's cloister. He had only to pretend a little bit.
The doorway opened onto a courtyard, with another door of stained wood. Marta, no, Sister Marta rang the doorbell and then without waiting for an answer opened the door into a dark cool hallway that led deep into the building. There was a crucifix on the wall on the left, and on the right a statue of Mary with hands extended down to those who beseech her. Most palpable was the silence, as if thick and felted, spreading through the hall and it seemed through the walls, as if the building were an artifact built perhaps to be a setting for, or perhaps to conceal from the noisy world, this silence. Shalgry noted that he did not hear their footsteps as they entered the building. They were not muffled so much as lost in the spaciousness - yes, the quiet came not from sound being dampened but from a space so large that the sound would travel and travel before finding something to echo from.
Sister Marta knocked - this, he heard - on a third door at the end of the hall. They waited. There was a click. Sister Marta glanced at him, smiled a friend's reassuring smile but with utter seriousness in her eyes, and nodded toward the opening doorway. She turned and entered.
Shalgry followed, and found himself in a large choir of the old monastic sort. Wooden seats in rows faced each other across an open space before an altar. The person who had opened the door seemed to be hidden in a great cowl, Franciscan perhaps, and to be small. Sister Marta went before him and with no self consciousness at all, knelt and then prostrated fully before the altar. Shalgry was uncertain what to do, so he knelt a few feet behind her.
Suddenly a wave of feeling came from in front of him, a sensation so strong and sharp he could not say if it was good feeling or bad. He reeled on his knees and, stunned, reached forward with a hand to steady himself on the marble floor. His hand would not support him. He found himself sliding into a full prostration behind Sister Marta, his heart seized and turned with such a strong emotion that he could almost not breathe. For this he had no words at all. The last thing he saw was the bottoms of Sister Marta's running shoes...
Shalgry returned to consciousness with voices around him, women's voices, engaged in an urgent if whispered argument. "I don't like it. It has been our practice now for a long time. It is not ours to share; it belongs to the sisters who will come after us."
"But you saw," replied another voice. "He was heartstruck. Someday what we do will come out. It is our good fortune, or God's hand - but Buchanan sent him. He could have sent someone who felt nothing, who would just look in Canon Law and drive us all out..."
"He is waking up," said a third voice, which he recognized as Sister Marta's. "Hello, Father. You got hit hard, and we have just been trying to decide what to do with you."
"Water, please." His mouth felt like a barn. "Before you put me on the spit to roast, water, please." Through his half-opened eyes he could see Marta grin, and one of the other nuns half smiled.
Someone brought him water. He tried to sit up, found the room spinning around him, and closed his eyes. His chest hurt as if a mule had kicked him in the heart. When he opened his eyes again he found himself looking into a very old and very familiar face. "Sister Agnes," he breathed. She nodded. "Father Shalgry," she said. "What's a nice boy like you doing in a place like this?"
I wonder myself, he thought. He said nothing, and took the proffered water and drank it in silence. "What happened?"
"We didn't know, to tell the truth, that a man would feel it. Not all women do, and there are sisters who have studied and prayed and practiced their whole lives to meet it. And you waltz in and it hits, right in your heart it would seem. That's one of the ways we know someone has a vocation for Sister Clare's practice. We're puzzled."
So am I, he thought. So am I. What had been a pain in the chest had become a buzzing, and the buzzing was traveling throughout his body, as if it had veins of its own to go through. Every where it went his muscles wanted to twitch and jump, and at the same time they burned.
"Pray, maybe?" he said before he thought. Sister Agnes' mouth snapped suddenly shut, but her eyes grew thoughtful. "Yes, that would be a good idea. Can you stand, do you think?"
With the help of several women he did not know, some in habits and some in the severe lay clothing favored by nuns who did not wear habits, he stood. Slowly they led him to the door, and he found himself once again in the chapel. This time he did not go before the high altar. He was seated gently in one of the chancel seats in the choir. The other nuns filed into the pews on either side of the choir, and one began a quiet invocation in a language it took him a moment to recognize as Latin. A conversational Latin whose words he could not discern. And then all the nuns replied, also in Latin; and it seemed the word "Advenias" was repeated again and again, "that Thou may come."
Then, silence. The nuns were suddenly quiet. The silence that Shalgry had felt when entering the building surrounded him and it seemed all of them, a quiet so deep that he did not even have words to call it silence. The words in his mind settled like birds at night, resting on the branches and in the nests of his mind. Through and between those blew a soft cool fog. It was like the fog you find when you come from the inland of California where it has been very hot and fiercely summer, summer with no mercy; and you come over the hills and you see the sun-ridden whiteness of the coastal fog, and the temperature drops twenty degrees and you are cool again. Cool and at ease. That is how the peace that moved through him felt. Parts of him that he did not know were agitated revealed themselves, and then cooled in their turn.
His soul's vision began to clear. He was sitting in a chapel he had never known existed, among (he presumed) nuns he had never met. He had undertaken to find out about a pamphlet, and had apparently stumbled into at least a practice, maybe a cult.
He remembered his youth, when Jim Jones' Peoples Temple was residing in San Francisco, before they had decamped to Guiana and to poisoned Koolaid. What was so surprising was not that they were a cult, but that so many people found them harmless. The City's progressive administration, including Mayor Moscone before he fell to an assassin's bullets, welcomed the multicultural and strongly political Temple as a positive force in the city. The truth turned out otherwise. Shalgry had a strong respect for the power and the danger of cults. They so fully occupied one's soul, he knew, for ill or good.
And still, it was well to remember that Christianity itself had begun this way: a few frightened faithful huddled in an upper room after their leader had been dragged off and executed. Then rumors, impossible rumors, that their leader had risen from the dead. The Mary's had seen him! The only rational person in the room was Thomas - "I will not believe unless I put my fingers in his wounds" - and he too would lose all resistance when Jesus appeared among them. A cult, for sure, spreading among the hopeless and the poor of the cities.
Shalgry sat in the silence, the smell of old incense in his nostrils and his thoughts going quiet again like kittens in a basket. They squirm, they stretch; then they settle down again and are quiet...
In his heart - was it his heart, or the heart of all of them in this room - was a question yearning for an answer. "What shall we do?" It was the same question that had taken him to Mission Dolores to ask God for guidance when Archbishop Buchanan asked him to investigate The Love of Christ. He realized, suddenly, that the question in the room was not only his. The sisters were diving into their own souls, asking what to do with and about him, about the question that Sister Marta had brought to them by bringing him there.
He saw Sister Agnes rise across the choir. She bowed from her stall to the altar, and then gestured to him to follow her from the chapel. Sister Agnes was old, very old; and she had the sort of authority that came from leading soldiers into battle, or being the principal of a parochial school. One was inclined to do what she said. He rose and followed her.
She led him through the same door by which they had entered, past the small room with its couch where he had recovered and into a kitchen. "Tea, Father?" "Yes, please." He sat in silence while she drew water and put it on an old but very clean stove. She measured tea into a pot, and pivoted back to the stove without seeming to move. Sister Agnes belonged to one of the orders that had not given up their habits, and she moved inside of hers as if she had studied Tai Chi for many years - low and nearly impossible to trip, with a constant awareness of her center.
The water came to a boil, and she poured it into the teapot. Still unspeaking, she brought two cups from a cupboard full of mugs to the table, some sugar as well; and from a refrigerator she brought a small pitcher of cream. The creamer matched the sugarbowl, Father Shalgry noticed, and both seemed very old and much used. Then Sister Agnes brought two spoons, the teapot, and herself to the table. She sighed.
"Father, you have presented us with a dilemma. Perhaps you heard." He nodded. Sister Agnes regarded him for a moment. "There are a number of sisters who would prefer not to discuss Sister Clare and her pamphlet at all. Not, if you will forgive me, with a man. Not with anyone outside of the convents."
She was silent for a moment, and poured the warm brown tea into each cup. A smell of smoky Scottish Breakfast filled the kitchen. She pushed one mug to the priest. She waited for him to take some milk, then poured a bit into her cup and stirred it without clinking the spoon on the side of the cup.
"And it seems that option is no longer open to us. Someone, doubtless several someone’s in the conventual life, have taken copies to the Bishop. Had to happen, I suppose." She sipped from the cup. "What do you think of it, Father?"
He hesitated. This was a crucial moment, he knew. Sister Agnes, whom he had known for years as a principal and again when he came to her convent to hear confessions from her nuns, was now interviewing him.
"It seems ... intensely devotional," he replied. Sister Agnes regarded him without speaking, but also without hostility. As if she were saying "Please be what you are, so we will know how to be with you."
He went on. "It seemed to me to come from intense suffering. The sister who wrote it feels very deeply. She has served other people because God wants her to. But her own heart is in love. She serves those people because her Beloved loves them, and asked her to. So she does."
Father Shalgry drank from the tea, and was grateful for its warmth. He could feel the heat of the tea through the heavy ceramic of the mug, warming his hands and softening his own tension. What is that practice in which one relaxes by imagining one's hands warmed? Autogenics, that is it. The good Dr. Schultz developed it. His arms felt warm, limp and heavy. He drew his mind back to Sister Agnes and her question. "Her passion is clear, and strong, and very physical. It seems Jesus comes to her. There are people who would object to her desire for Him, and her pleasure in Him. And then something more happens, and I do not understand it."
He looked at Sister Agnes's face. From his childhood the question came up, had he passed the quiz? He wondered if he had.
"That is all true, Father, and very fairly put." Sister Agnes smiled for a moment before taking a drink from her own cup. "But what do you make of it?"
He knew that this was the moment that he would be accepted or excluded. It was the instinct of a confessor that told him. But he was not sure he cared, in some way. The quiet was still in him, and the quiet was not possessed by any desire at all. "I suppose I was envious, Sister. To be so deeply in love with God. To be almost... shaking with it."
Sister Agnes went away somewhere. He could see her go; she had withdrawn into her own counsel and he was sitting outside waiting as surely as he had in the Archbishop's office. Shalgry knew that he should care, and he did in an abstract way. Hmmm, was there more than tea in his cup? He sipped, and as he did sought any strange tastes. No, it seemed to be just hot smoky tea.
Sister Agnes returned as invisibly as she had departed. "All right, Matthew - May I call you Matthew, Father? All right. I will join with Marta in her recommendation. May I ask you to be patient with us? We must all agree; it is our way. But I will join in her recommendation." Sister Agnes stood, and Shalgry knew that some gate, that might have seemed rusted shut and admitting no passage, had opened to him.
He stood, not knowing what to do or say. Sister Agnes opened the door to the anteroom, and there was Sister Marta and his unused tools. Sister Agnes leaned over to them as if to confide, and said, "The plumber suit was inspired, and very well done. But just clericals are probably OK." Marta and Matthew blushed like children who have overplayed their parts. Sister Agnes, he noticed, was smiling. He picked up his kit and followed Marta out of the wooden doors, through the convent courtyard and to her car.
"I'm not sure," said Marta as they, now buckled in, drove away, "but I believe that you won Mother Agnes over." They drove through the wealthy streets, watching the leaves fall from the trees to the streets below, in the comfortable silence of friends who have been through much together. "And you will be hearing from the sisters, when they are ready.
Chapter 9
Father Shalgry simply did not know what to do with himself. He was waiting, now, for the decisions of others. Anyone who has gone through a life in community has this time, the time of waiting with sails luffing in the small gusts of a wind not full enough to move the ship, clouds on the horizon and the promise of movement or even storm soon, but for now no wind at all. Father Shalgry had learned long ago that such times were the very best for talking with God and the friends of God.
There was a man on the street who spread a rug there and sold hand-made Rosaries for two dollars. Shalgry was sure that this was a practice for him rather than a way of making a living. He had bought a couple of these small rosaries, to send to friends and to keep, and now he found one on his desk.
As the familiar prayers moved across his tongue and the beads ed between his fingers, he found himself thinking of the mysteries of the rosaries, those topics of meditation that went with this eight-hundred year old practice of prayer. There were the sorrowful mysteries, around which every Catholic had formed a spirituality: the agonies of the trial and execution of Jesus. Five scenes of pain, whose fruit had been salvation.
But these were not all. There were the joyful mysteries, of Mary's mysterious pregnancy, the birth and early years of Jesus. The luminous mysteries of the miracles of Jesus. And the glorious mysteries, of resurrection and the coming of spirit and (Oh most Catholic of mysteries) the welcoming of Mary into Heaven.
As the beads slipped between his fingers, Father Shalgry wondered if the Church had become fixed in the suffering and death of Jesus. Had they forgotten the joy and light and glory; and as a result created a need for others to remember it?
For what was heresy and schism but someone remembering what the Church had neglected from the treasury that God had given it? What else was the Reformation but a remembering that God's relationship with each believer is personal and direct, that hierarchies and forms are always merely instrumental? What was Gnosticism but the memory that we are made in God's image?
What was Sister Clare remembering for us all?
Morning came. Father Shalgry found himself at his home altar, saying a quiet and reflective Mass of the old form, and thinking of an aspect of it that often escaped him: The Mass was a going into and a coming back from a sacred space. From "I will go into the altar of God, to God who gives joy to my youth," until the final sending out of "Ite, missa est" with its Latin pun (meaning both "Go, the Mass is ended" and "Go; it is sent forth.") the Mass was a temple. The Incarnate One made his sacrifice and all humans were offered salvation from it. In the Church's teachings, the Mass was not a commemoration of Calvary, it was the Incarnation, the Crucifixion and the Last Supper as well. The very same events as the originals, brought together and offered to any who would enter in to "God, who gives joy to my youth."
And at the same time, Shalgry wondered, had it been so for him? His young-man’s broken-hearted desire to be a priest, the long passage through the seminary, the service as a junior priest at churches throughout the diocese. When others had found the Church too constraining, too archaic, too simply not-understanding, Father Shalgry had persisted. When others had fallen in love with women or men, and left, Father Shalgry had persisted. When others had objected to the Church's stands on this or that, Father Shalgry had objected too, but persisted.
He had stayed, stayed for this magic moment when God became incarnate and died in offering and brought salvation, this single moment was the magic that fed him. And fed him still. And yet, and yet...
Some part of him was cracking like a shell, opening out in a way he could not understand. It was not Sister Clare's service to suffering people, which he could understand because it was the essence of his priesthood as of her sisterhood. It was not her experience of fire and light, which he did not understand. It was the passion of her desire for Christ. He knew it, and had skirted around it every way he could. There was nothing in his life that shook his body that way. It now shook him, and it scared him.
He knew the two ways of dealing with such wanting, the two ways that were written into the story of every religious. You gave it up, or you left. Maybe you refused it as you were supposed to, and never touched the desire. Maybe you did fall into it, and made love with someone with all your heart. At the end, your choices were two: You gave up the love, the desire, and returned to your celibacy; or you left the religious life and went to your desire. The Church, with its 2000 years of experience and its reconstituting sacrament of reconciliation, had ways to make either of those all right. Still, for all the reconciliation, those were the only choices.
And Sister Clare had found a third way. She seemed to be still "Sister" Clare. Not as Marta was Sister Marta, in a cultural way, as a former-nun who still had close ties to the conventuals and who rejoined them as an emerita. No, Sister Clare seemed to still be part of a community somewhere.
Her passion was not for someone outside the religious life. It was for Someone at the very center of it, the One around whom all the planets and asteroids of monastic and conventual life turned. She was in love with and desiring the One she was supposed to love. She was loving the One she was married to. Shalgry was not sure of the exact theology of it the nuns' vows, but he did know that they wore a wedding ring. What amazed him was that she seemed to be doing something absolutely orthodox. Proudly, loudly sexual; and quite orthodox.
He stood with the chalice in his hand, and a quizzical look on his face. Quite orthodox. Oh my. Wouldn't that just fry some folks in their own grease? He tried not to laugh, and could not restrain himself; and found himself chuckling and then laughing out loud with the Cup of the New and Everlasting Covenant in his hand.
My Lord, you do have a sense of humor.
Is this really your intention? Because it will anger some people very deeply.
He sobered. Not the least of them, the male religious, his brethren in the cloth. Then he smiled again. "Maybe it is our turn," he thought. And he received the holy meal once again.
At about ten in the morning the telephone rang. "Well, Matthew," said the Pink Triangle, "it appears the sisters are going to take a chance on you. When might you be available to walk a gauntlet, to see if you are fit for it?
"Forgive me for putting it that way. It seems that some think it is time to reveal this matter and some do not. But they all agree that you will have to be tried a bit. Your book and your silencing by the Church reassures them, of course. But they are uncertain if any man will be able to get it, I think. Are you up for a bit of an inquiry?"
Shalgry understood. He was to be grilled, probably very hard. It would be a question of essence, because those who doubted him were doubting him for what he was.
The only way forward was, well, forward.
"Yes. What do I do?"
There was a silence at the other end of the line. "Matthew, you do have a certain toughness. I will pick you up in an hour."
The hour was like any other of getting ready for a maybe hostile interview. Shalgry found the most difficult decision was whether he should wear his clerical garb. If he was going to a place where men never went, would it be wise to go in this quintessentially male costume?
But who would not know he was a priest? It was just as well, he thought, to be direct and to occupy the role they would see him in anyway. If he were to find his way in this curious exploration, he would have to begin where he was -- “a priest forever, according to the order of Melchizadek.” Shalgry wondered how it worked out for Melchizadek.
On the ride, Shalgry wondered if anyone would notice that yesterday's plumber was today's priest. He wondered if anyone but the most dedicated gossip would care. He wondered if dedicated gossips had to take vows.
He wondered if he was as nervous as he sounded to himself. "Marta, what's this all about?" There was more silence, and for a moment he thought she would not answer.
"Imagine that the College of Cardinals was called together for a special session,” she answered at last. “Not to elect a pope, no. But to decide if so-and-so was to be the first woman priest. A lot of them would disapprove of the idea entirely. And others would have the same feeling, but disguise it even to themselves by questioning whether this I promise woman was appropriate. It's that sort of thing." She smiled at him sideways, and he remembered that this was a woman who had faced the tender mercies of her order when she declared herself a lesbian. She knew what kind of gauntlet he was about to run.
As if she could read his mind, she said, "Matthew, I'd love to make it easier for you. And I cannot. Much as I love these women, you are up against their prejudices. And the worst sort of prejudices are the ones that have real truths in them."
He nodded. This was the moment when people mention "interesting times."
They rode on in silence. When they arrived outside the convent, Shalgry got quietly out of the car, and adjusted his coat against the morning fog. He took a a deep breath, assumed a brave face, and followed Marta to the first door. He saw that this time she had not put on a head-scarf. He wondered if that was significant.
They entered the silent hallway, and Shalgry noticed that the silence was still present. He was glad for the constancy. For a moment he sympathized with those who do not want anything to change. When life is a turbulent ocean, we want our rocks to stay put.
This time they went neither into the choir nor into the kitchen. Instead they turned into a third room that reminded Shalgry of a large living room. A variety of nuns, some in habits and some not, greeted Marta. They nodded as well to Shalgry, with kindness or with reserve, but all with courtesy. Sister Agnes seemed to be presiding, which was a blessing. She asked if he would like tea. When he said yes she asked a younger nun to bring him some "with milk, please."
"Father, we have to admit we do not know exactly what we are doing here. We thought of telling you the whole story under the seal of the confessional. We know you would keep that confidence.
"But it would not solve the problem. Our practice has come to the attention of the hierarchy, after many years of discretion. We need an interpreter, an ally outside. We need one reluctantly, some of us more reluctantly than others, " Sister Agnes glanced with asperity at a nun in Dominican black-and-whites. "But we are in consensus that we do need one. The question now is, are you that interpreter?
“Might we ask you some questions? Would you forgive us if some of them seem a bit harsh?"
To have the welcomes and un-welcomes out and on the table meant that he did not have to watch all the time for hidden agendas. He simply did not have the political skills for it, he knew.
"Yes. And thank you, Sister. I will do my best to answer your questions, as truthfully as I can. And I will understand whatever you decide." He grinned grimly. "As best I can."
Thank you God for straightforward people, he thought. And - let the games begin.
The Dominican nun wasted no time. "Father, do you believe women should be priests?"
"Yes," he responded.
"Just 'yes'?" she persisted. "What about the Church's infallible teaching that women should not be priests?"
"The Church has reconsidered its teachings again and again."
"What about abortion?"
Here we go. "I don't like it."
"Meaning?" replied the Dominican, smelling prey.
"No one likes it."
"But if you don't like it, should it be legal?"
"I don't like the Republican party either. I'd make it illegal first."
"Don't be snide, Father."
"I'm not being snide. I've heard enough confessions to know that abortion is very hard on the women who have one. So I don't like it. Maybe it is necessary - I have never been pregnant."
"Why are you here, Father?" asked a woman in a Franciscan habit.
"The Archbishop asked me to find out about the book called The Love of Christ. I agreed."
"Why did you agree?"
"Because something told me it is important."
"What told you that, Father?"
"I prayed about it. When I thought about doing the investigation, in the middle of that prayer, peace came. I believed the peace."
"Have you ever done menial service work, Father?"
"I was often a busboy and dishwasher to pay for school."
"Did anyone tell you that it was for your humility?"
"No. I did it for money."
"Have you ever had sex, Father?"
"Yes."
"How did you feel about it?"
"I liked it. But I was a Catholic boy, so I was also guilty."
"Did you love your lover, Father?"
"Very much, in fact. I still do, probably always will. She has moved on. Maybe I have not."
There was a moment's silence. "Are you taking antidepressants, Father?" asked the Dominican.
Shalgry glanced at Marta, who made a "What could I do?" gesture, both hands facing up by her shrugged shoulders.
"Yes, I am."
"What do they do to you?"
"They make me less vulnerable to the feelings of others. More private."
"So you cannot feel what others are feeling?"
Shalgry was silent
"Not at all? No empathy? You do not know, say, what I am feeling?"
"Even when I use the pills, I can sometimes pick up strong emotions. Forgive me, and since you ask: it seems you feel as mean as a snake with a hangover. And that you struggle against it."
There was a moment of shocked silence. Then someone tittered and a wave of coughing and not-laughing passed through the room. Not unkind, but knowing, not-laughter. The Dominican herself looked very angry. And finally chagrined.
"Touchée, Father. It is a fault of mine. I do struggle against it."
Sister Agnes broke the awkwardness. "Thank you, Sisters, for being willing to ask so many difficult questions. It is not easy." She turned to Shalgry.
"More tea, Father?" He shook his head. "Might I ask, how do you feel about non-Christian religions?"
"I would say 'The Catholic Church rejects nothing that is true and holy in these religions. She regards with sincere reverence those ways of conduct and of life, those precepts and teachings which, though differing in many aspects from the ones she holds and sets forth, nonetheless often reflect a ray of that Truth which enlightens all men.'"
Sister Agnes nodded. "That is from the document Nostra Aetate, from Vatican II. It sounds as if you have memorized it."
"I have, Sister," he responded.
"And your book?"
"It was about the Spiritualists."
"And can you tell us something of what you found, Father?"
"I found that the religion had grown old, and had mostly old adherents; but it brought to America and Britain a strong sense of our connection with those who have died. That is something we have in the Catholic Church, in our prayers for those in Purgatory and our belief in the Communion of Saints. But Protestant churches, the majority here and in England, had lost that sense. Spiritualism brought it back. It was a great gift, I think."
"Father, do you find practices in Christianity that come apparently from other sources?"
"Incense. The Christmas tree. Our statuary is from Greek traditions, just as is the statuary of the Buddhists. Mmm. Thomism is from Aristotle. Much of our theology, such as early formulations of the Logos doctrine, come from the Stoics and then from Philo, the Jewish Platonist of Alexandria. The Inquisition, alas, from the very persecutions against Christians that began our Church. Our practices around All Saints and All Souls day come from the Celts and the Aztecs and the Chinese. Calling the Holy Father 'Pontiff' comes from the high priest of the Romans, the Pontifex. The English name 'Easter' is from an Anglo-Saxon goddess, whose name may be related to Ishtar.. Oh, there must be many more."
"Do you find these contributions beneficial, Father?" asked Sister Agnes gently, but with such care that Father Shalgry paused.
"The Inquisition, not so good." He smiled wryly. "Many other things, very good. I would lean towards 'good' in most cases. It is why our church is called Catholic, right? But each case, one has to pray for wisdom. Really strongly."
"Does anyone else have anything they would like to ask?" asked Sister Agnes.
In the silence an Asian nun, perhaps Korean, leaned forward.
"Father, how would you feel if it happened that a development in Christianity came about through women? And not only through women, but in such a way that there was some question whether men could follow?"
"If there were a role reversal, you mean?" asked Shalgry.
"Yes, Father."
"Mmm, I would probably try to challenge stereotypes and smash barriers, Sister." He grinned and then sobered. "I don't think everyone is called to every role. But I don't think one can predict suitability by looking at gender."
He thought for a moment. "My, that does sound PC."
He waited and watched. The silence of the hall and the choir seemed to return, tinged with thought and discernment but basically friendly. He began to relax.
And the relaxation continued. A part of his mind objected that this was a situation of stress, of trial. Another part entirely seemed to be in charge, the same part that recognized the peace in the hall, the peace in the Church where he had made the decision to come to this meeting and all it entailed. The precise and focused part of his being made one last squawk:
"It seems to me that our God, whatever that God may be, does not want the sacrifice of natures. No flavorless women. No men who sacrifice their testicles as men used to in the Roman temple of the Great Mother. We have a different kind of deity, I think. One who likes richnesses..."
And then there was not anything to say, because the peace had come and flooded throughout him. The easygoing and the difficult, the hard questions of the Dominican and the kindness of Marta and the balance of Sister Agnes were all subsumed in one great rising sea.
Once, a German friend who played the Indian flute as though born among Navajos in Canyon de Chelly had said, "I imagine a warming blanket, and I and my sadness crawl under it together and just simply be." It was like that - a blanket that did not call for anything to change, but everything was surrounded and welcome. His mind put down its distinctions, and his eyes just saw, and most of all his feelings felt, felt the women in the room, felt the walls and the years of practice in this building. There was a veining of light in those walls, in this air. He knew that in another time he might be interested in finding it, pursuing it, understanding it and perhaps practicing it. But now he was not a hunter of meaning, nor that which is pursued, but for a moment was the forest itself.
The verse on the side of the Jägermeister liqueur bottle came to him, from Oskar von Riesenthal's poem:
Das ist des Jägers Ehrenschild,
Daß er beschützt und hegt sein Wild,
Weidmännisch jagt, wie sich’s gehört,
Den Schöpfer im Geschöpfe ehrt.
It translated as:
This is the hunter’s badge of glory,
That he protect and tend his quarry,
Hunt with honour, as is due,
And through the beast to God is true.
That last line was more like "Honors the Creator in the Created," he had heard.
And this moment was like that. In the midst of seeking meaning, in the very center of the Forest, he felt the presence not of his answer nor of his companions. He felt again, here, the peace that went like trumpets before the Creator of the woods and of the question, and of himself and the nuns around him. For this moment he did not hunt nor was he hunted, even with honor. He sat beneath this warming blanket of peace, with every sadness as his companion...
He found he had caught the eyes of one of the nuns, and to his surprise it was the Dominican. She looked back at him evenly, said nothing though she perhaps half smiled, and then looked down at the flagstone floor. He rested in the same comfort, feeling even his eyeballs floating in ease. It seemed that inside him something moved, the way dust motes dance in the sunshine, small flecks of light moving around in the still light-source. That is how he felt, even as he knew that in a moment the music of life would start again.
"Oremus," said one of the nuns. "Let us pray." And in a soft voice they began singing what seemed to be a very old melody.
Immortalitas
Seminibus Lucis
Reclusa Laetitia
Patet et Missa est
The Latin he did not know, though he knew it came from Sister Clare... about... Later. Later he would seek the meaning. Now he just rested in the flow of the song, sung first in unison and then in parts and then again in unison. He was tempted to sing a bottom line, but knew that it was not appropriate. Not until invited...
He watched the nuns, and they did him the great compliment of not watching him. Their voices climbed and dove around each other like great slow swallows, riding the air in the twilight. Again and again the words came and flowed around him. He was a stone in the stream of these voices.
St. Hubert the Hunter, they say, saw a cross between the antlers of a stag in the woods, and stopped in his hunt. In just the same way Shalgry stopped and let the song of this forest flow all around him, until it too grew quiet and stopped.
Silence followed.
Then, quietly, Sister Agnes spoke to him. "May we call you in a few days, Father? We need to talk among ourselves a bit, and decide what path to invite you on." The priest nodded. Marta rose and came to his side, smiled a half smile, and extended her hand to him. He rose, and found he stumbled a bit. Yes, he thought. He realized he had not spoken out loud. "Yes. Please let me know."
Shalgry thought to himself, this is far, far stranger than I expected. I seem to be auditioning to take part myself in this practice. I don't even know why. All I can tell myself is, it seems right. Those intuitions are pretty thin ropes to hold onto when everything is confused. It is perhaps all I have to hold onto.
Chapter 10
Marta walked out beside him. Neither spoke, but he could feel her concern for him. "I think I am OK, Marta. " He shook his head. "I am confused. But all right."
They left the space together, and got into Marta's Toyota. "You must be asking..." began Marta. "What's going on?" Shalgry continued. "Yes, he said. That would be what I am wondering. How did this go from asking about a book, to suddenly I am applying to join a secret society?"
Marta grinned a bit, and then became serious again. "I think the sisters have something very precious to them. They know how the Church can be - how petty and how authoritarian, how arbitrary. YOU know that. They did it to you. They did not ask you, or give you an opportunity to defend yourself particularly. They just decided in some curial office, and you were silenced. You were given the same choice I was - recant (for me it was ‘repent,’ but it is the same thing) or leave. I chose to leave. I gave up all my life, all my connections, all my friends. I had to start a whole new life.
"And you did not choose to leave. You gave up the work you had done, which was honest and sincere. I read it. And it didn't matter - someone who probably could not spell 'Spiritualist' decided that it was unacceptable and silenced you. Silenced you in the United States of America in the 21st Century for Christ's sake. You accepted it, who knows why. I don't know why. But that is the kind of choice that the Church we both love gives the people who care. Are you surprised the sisters are concerned?" She drove for a half block, fuming. "Wouldn't you be?"
"Oh yes," replied Shalgry. "I wonder why they talk to me at all. And I guess they do not know if I can be trusted. I understand all that. And at the same time - I wonder what is going on that they are so obviously secretive and unwelcoming. Do you know?" he asked, turning towards Marta.
"Matthew, there are positions I really don't like to be in. And one of them is between unspeaking friends. You are my friend, and I have many friends still in the convent. Could I ask you not to put me there?" She gave him a bit of a grin, but it was not much of one.
That's fair, said Shalgry to himself. He nodded. "OK. But then who in hell am I going to talk with about this?"
"How about nobody, for a couple of days at least?" Said Marta, dodging a MUNI bus. "I know you can do it, because you hear confessions all the time. Sometimes you need to just hold your water. We all do."
"Then might I buy you a drink? I happen to know a tavern on Valencia."
They were at a small table at the Pink Triangle, and Shalgry was bringing back two beers. He realized that he was receiving puzzled glances from some of the women in the bar. One in particular was glaring at him. "Bless you, my child" he murmured. On a day when he had a bit more energy he might have said it louder, with a big grin; but he had left a lot of himself at the convent.
"Marta, why do we go on loving this Church?" he asked. Marta took a deep drink of the bitter gold beer. "
“Speak for yourself, Matthew."
"Ah, but I asked first."
"OK..." She looked off into the middle distance. "I think it is because it is one the ways we have learned to love."
Matthew raised his eyebrows as "Go on?"
"We each had whatever family we had. We maybe had boyfriends and girlfriends before we got into the religion business. We were moved." She drew in the water left by the beer glasses on the table. "And then something reached in and touched us. For me it was Mary, I think. She touched me first. I could just feel what it is like to let oneself open like that. Open wide open to someone who really could touch you all the way through. She really became my model, you know? She opened to God, and so I wanted to."
She thought a moment more.
"I wanted to be touched like that. Amelia touched me like that, until she left."
Shalgry nodded, "Yeah. How can they touch us so, and then leave?"
"Father, if you find out, will you come tell me?"
He nodded. "Yes. Yes, I will." They both stared into their beers.
"For me, it was... it was two things," said the priest. "I am sure that people would find it unlikely, or sentimental. But the Eucharist is very real to me. I find that it is a miracle every time I say Mass, every time I say the words of Consecration. For me, Jesus is there right then. Not because I make Him come, but because He said He would - and He does."
"I wish I could do that," said Marta. Shalgry touched her arm. "So do I," he said. "It is nuts not to let women be priests. It is just crazy."
"That kind of craziness, going on for centuries and never doubting itself - you know that is the sort of thing that makes the sisters not willing to just step out," said Marta. "They know they are dealing with an insane institution. Beloved, maybe, but insane. Like a crazy parent." She watched her bitterness for a moment. "And you were saying...?"
He paused. "The other thing, is I can sometimes feel the Communion. I might say 'Communion of Saints,' but I feel it includes everyone. The whole interconnection of us. And I have to be part of a community that acknowledges that. The Church, crazy as it can be, understands that we are all part of one organism. 'I am the vine, you are the branches.' That reality. And we pray in that awareness, that way of feeling." He noticed that Marta was looking at him, her face open with no message on it at all. "It means a lot, Marta. I am lonely so much of the time, and that touching is much of the company I feel. Is that just neurosis, Dr. Marta?"
"Was she unkind to you, Matthew?"
He looked up, startled. Then he looked away.
"No. I am not easy to love but she did. And I loved her. I guess I do not know how to stop loving. And she knew how to let go and move on."
Marta watched him, her eyes soft but demanding nothing.
"And I thought I would die. And I did not. I tried to stop loving her, and I found I could not, not for so many years. So I just kept busy. Then my vocation got clear. Then seminary. Then I had parish duties; they can keep you very busy. People grow old and need visiting. They die and need burying. They are born and need baptizing; they grow up and need educating. And always they need the Mass, and confession, and prayer, and counseling. Being a parish priest is good for taking up your time, if you want it to be." He smiled ruefully. "Very very gradually the wound has closed, over these 35 years. Now I can see auburn hair go by and not even turn to look. And how did you survive?"
"Amelia?" asked Marta. "I fell in love with her in the convent, so hard, so fast. The world glowed when she was there. She was like the flowers growing around us. It was Heaven. And of course, we were so happy together - you know, we had not touched more than hands, then? We were so happy together that of course the other sisters noticed. They 'counseled' us. Then they threatened us. And then the hierarchy got involved. I never found out exactly what they said. But Mother Veronica told us we would have to be separated, go to different houses of the order." Marta took a deep breath. "We decided to leave. We did. We moved out together, and we found an apartment. Then we became lovers, and it was wonderful but really awkward. And within a year the world had pulled us apart. She went back to St. Paul, where she grew up. I stayed here. I forgot to attach the string to my heart. I cry pretty much every night. During the day, here at the Triangle, I am a tough broad. At night, when I am alone, I cry. After all these years."
"The string to your heart?" asked Shalgry.
"So I could pull my heart back..." said Marta.
"For a couple of celibates," said Shalgry, "we sure have lived some SO-OAP operas." He laughed. "I hope there is something good about having broken hearts. I hope it makes us ... kinder. Do you find that when you are behind the bar, you can understand what people say, in their cups, you can understand it better?"
"You mean, when I am hearing confessions?" Marta's grin was back.
"That was what I was thinking, yes. We should get you a purple stole. Did you know the Abbess in Orthodox monasteries hears confessions?"
"Really?"
"That's what I hear... You know, I think it did make me maybe not kinder, but more understanding. In the confessional. I just cannot stand apart from those who are in the grasp of young love, thrown to the ground by desire. I've been there, in a way, though likely never again. And so when they ask me what to do, I say something like, 'What is kinder?' rather than 'What do the commandments say?' So maybe when we hear confessions, we are kinder. I just wish there were ways to learn compassion that didn't hurt so much."
"I'll drink to that," said Marta. Father Shalgry thought for a moment of the dignity of his office, since he was still wearing his collar. "Yes, so will I. And take a taxi home..."
Chapter 11
The next morning it was Father Shalgry who felt like a snake with a hangover. He knew that he needed to know more, more about what the nuns' practice might mean, no matter what they decided.
After a private Mass, coffee and two aspirins, and a little breakfast, he made a phone call. "Hi, this is Matthew Shalgry. Yes, well thanks. And how are you and the folks at the store? No, no more ghosts; a whole new topic. I need to find out about ... ummm … ways in which women's sexuality might be part of their spiritual practice" he said to the woman who answered. "Might you have anything? Saint Theresa perhaps?"
He took the 19 bus to Polk Street and to Fields, San Francisco's oldest metaphysical bookstore and one of the few places where he might find any information. He knew the woman he had spoken to - the tall Helena who radiated biblioauthority. In her knowledge and perfect posture, she seemed like royalty exiled from a land of books by some cruel revolution. If anyone could find information, it would be Helena.
"Hello, Father Shalgry. How are you today? I am glad you called." She gave him a grin, a little embarrassed and a little amused. Shalgry grinned back, feeling exactly the same emotions. "Yes, that really was me. Did you find anything? "
"You find the most wonderful topics. We have a whole selection on St Teresa..." And they did. The Interior Castle, The Book of Her Life, The Way of Perfection, and her Meditations on the Song of Songs. The second volume of The Collected Works of St. Teresa of Avila began his pile of purchases.
"And there are these," Helena murmured discreetly. Women of the Light: The New Sacred Prostitute. The Secret Dowry of Eve: Women's Role in the Development of Consciousness. Was this the path that led to the sisters' secret? "Thank you. Yes." And these books went onto his pile. So did a copy of Lectio Divina and the Practice of Teresian Prayer.
Father Shalgry was pleased, as well as mildly embarrassed still. It was a beginning. "Thank you. I'll be interested in this topic for a while, so if anything comes by..." He left his address again and went out into the busy and slightly seedy Polk Street traffic.
Is this something that one learns by reading, he wondered? He suspected not - most such practices were initiation paths. One needs to receive the beginning from another who has mastered it - just like a candle being lit from another at the New Fire ceremony at the Easter Vigil. And was this in particular a path he wanted to be on? He wished he could just talk with someone about it, and find out what was really involved.
I go into the world, and
because You said it, I feed the hungry.
Because You said it, I cleanse the lepers.
Because You said it, I teach the young.
Because You said it, I sell all I have and I give it to the poor.
Because You said it, I visit the sick, and those in prison,
because You said it. Because I am always seeking You.
-- From "The Love of Christ by Sister Clare"
There was, of course, his Friend. Most people would be surprised at such a simple relationship with Jesus. Talk, listen. It was so much of his life that he never thought of explaining it to another. He took his books and went quietly to a nearby coffee house.
"Please," he thought over his latte. "Please, help me understand what You want me to do here. Or to be here." He rested his hands on the books. "Is the answer here, my Friend?"
The St Teresa volume came to mind. He opened it and flipped through. The Song of Songs meditation. Seemed like a good place to be beginning.
Ah, it seems she likes Jesus, he thought as he read. She does not just fear Him nor follow Him because that is what one does. It was a genuine affection. That is promising from the beginning. Teresa and John of the Cross reformed their Carmelite orders together, a dynamic duo of the time. No minor thing, to take on the hierarchy in Spain at that time: this was the land of the Inquisition. When they silenced you, you stayed silenced. And in that context, and nevertheless, they reformed both the men's and women's branches of the Carmelites. Such raw-courage work could take away anyone's sense of humor and pleasure, but it did not seem to have done so with Teresa. She was famous for her pleasure in life... She is the one who fell to the ground in ecstasy. When she came to, she discovered she had fallen in a mud puddle. She looked up to Heaven and said to God, "If this is the way You treat your friends, it is no wonder You have so few of them."
Clutching the second volume of her complete works, he retreated into a big and comfortable chair. All around, people tapped on computers. He noticed more colored computer covers. A few years ago there were only black cover and grey. Then Apple came with the white computers. It seemed to give a license to other manufacturers to try colors and patterns. Now one sees a few blue machines, a few patterned surfaces, but many reds and pinks mixed into the grey, white and black mass. Suddenly there were many colors.
It seemed that the same thing was happening in Teresa's time. She repeatedly expressed how humble she was, humble towards God, humble to her confessors, humble to "learned men”. But - there was a bit of mockery in her words. They were just a little too humble. The Inquisition was strong, yes; but Teresa was able to do things that no other nun had been able to do. New colors were possible - suddenly there were many colors.
One thing she could do, said the editor of her works, is to write commentaries on Scripture. This was sometime not long after 1566. Forty-nine years earlier, Luther had nailed his theses to the door of the Castle Church at Wittenberg. Luther had made his mark in part by translating the Scriptures into the vernacular. Calvin was just a year dead, and had written commentaries on most of the books of the Bible. What she was doing, therefore, associated her with the archenemy of the Catholic Church. And - she did it, writing Meditations of the Song of Songs.
He opened the book.
I shall be able to say only what the Lord teaches me and what serves my purpose; and I don't remember having heard anything about this first verse.
Let Him kiss me with the kiss of His mouth. (2)
Right, thought Father Shalgry. What a great way to draw attention to something. She had already said that what could not be understood might well be more important than what is. So here she apophatically pointed out this very phrase "Let Him kiss me with the kiss of His mouth." Not bad for starters.
In what better way could we be occupied than to prepare rooms within our souls for our Spouse and reach the stage in which we can ask Him to give us the kiss of His mouth?
So it was not something one simply stepped into. Preparation was necessary and...
Chapter 12
Shots echoed down Polk Street, followed by screams and the sound of a car speeding away. Father Shalgry slammed the book shut and stood, looking into the gathering darkness of the evening. He caught the eye of the serving person - "Watch my stuff, will you?" and she nodded. He ran to the door and looked out. A crowd was gathering a half block away. He hurried there, reaching up to make sure his roman collar was visible.
The crowd had gathered around a fallen figure,. A young man with dark skin had dropped to the ground and was lying in a pool of rapidly spreading blood.
He knelt by the man. "I am a Catholic priest," he said. “Can I help?" He looked up for a moment and asked the crowd, "Did anyone call 911?" Someone nodded. "Call again," he said.
He bent down. "Are you Catholic, son? Would you like me to hear your confession?" The man, terror in his brown eyes, nodded and tried to speak. "I...I..." Father Shalgry took his hand. "It's all right," he said. "If you can't speak, just think what you want to say. Remember, God can hear you." The shock was spreading through this body; Father Shalgry could feel it. Why do those damned pills not work when you need them? Shalgry pressed his knees harder into the pavement, heedless of the blood. He needed the pain to keep him from falling into this boy's agony.
Was he Filipino, maybe? He crossed into the wrong gang's territory, or wore the wrong colors; and now he was in shock and maybe dying on Polk Street. Father Shalgry pressed his hand tighter. "Can you hear me?" The boy blinked at him. "OK. I absolve you from your sins, in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit." The boy just stared. Father Shalgry knew no Tagalog, and the boy's English might have vanished in the shock. Maybe, maybe... Father Shalgry began again, this time in the Latin words "Ego te absolvo..."
"Police!" He heard the shouted word and looked up. Two cops, a tall man and a shorter woman, were pushing through the crowd. "Step away, please. This is a crime scene."
"I'm a priest," said Shalgry turning his body so the police could see his collar. The boy gripped his hand harder, and he turned back.
"You'll have to step away, Father."
"Officer, right now this fellow needs me very very much." The woman started to say more, but the taller officer put his hand on her arm and pointed down. The boy's eyes were rolled into the back of his head, and his hand fell away from the priest's. "Pray, Father. The ambulance will be here in a moment."
Shalgry felt deep into his own heart. No matter how desperate the situation, in the sacrament of Penance, Reconciliation it was now, it always felt as if he were a stand-in. He was only God's agent in this. It didn't matter what his feelings were, as long as he said the words and the penitent intended repentence. Ex opere operato “from the work being done” rather than from who did it or even how well. It left him free, while God performed the great miracle of dissolving sin, for him to pray in his own way. He felt in to the body of the boy, feeling the shock and the damage. Jesus, he was a mess in there. And at the same time he felt for God the Best, the Companion who goes with us in the world. Maybe Jesus the Healer, maybe That through which Jesus did his healing. He never knew. And he brought the boy's suffering and the Best-ness together, just letting them touch and embrace each other. He felt a kind of connection happening. The prayer was working. How it would work, what would be the external world outcome, he never knew. But already things were a little better.
He did not even hear the EMT's arrive. He felt a hand on his shoulder, and heard a voice saying, "Father, the ambulance is here."
"Yes," he said. "Thank you." As he stood, he stumbled a little and the woman officer supported him. "Thank you," he said again, and stood with his head down. Mustn't stand up so suddenly, blood drains from the head, he thought. Then his vision came back and he could see the ambulance crew hurrying the young man to their vehicle. "Tell them, tell his family that he made a Confession." He found he was shouting. One of the EMT's turned and, when he saw the roman collar, nodded. "I will," he mouthed.
Shalgry leaned against the wall and allowed his head to clear.
"Are you all right, Father?" asked the shorter police officer.
He looked at her and nodded. "I just need a moment to come back. It's always a shock, when someone is so suddenly struck like that..."
She smiled at him, a knowing tired and guarded smile. "I know. And I think you helped him a lot. You were the one he needed."
The older cop looked at him. "Father, you are covered in blood. And I'm not sure you should be driving."
"I don't drive," he answered.
"We'll take you home, then" said the cop.
"But..." said his partner.
"Material witness," said the older cop. “Or something.”
"Thank you, I would like that," said Shalgry. "I need to get my things from that coffee house. It will be just a moment...." He walked slowly toward the door, in front of which several customers were standing. The woman officer came along with him. He gathered his bag and closed the book of St. Teresa's works to put it away. He waved and almost smiled at the barista, and said "Thank you" to her. Then he followed the officer out onto the street. She opened the rear door to the squad car. "You'll have to take the seat of honor, I'm afraid, Father."
He sat in the back of the squad car, and was almost lost in thoughts and prayer for the young man and his family, when the woman spoke again, "You were a trooper there, Father. You could have been a cop."
He smiled at her. "Thank you."
"You were right on the front lines when he needed you." She paused. "Could I ask you something. That lady you are reading about? St. Teresa? She lived her whole life in a convent, right? Just praying? Did she do any good? Did she do anything for anyone but herself, just getting off in her prayers? Could she have been a cop?"
Her partner looked sharply at her. Shalgry spoke quickly, to keep her from being rebuked as much as anything.
"Our heart," he said. "Does it do any good? "
"What?" the young cop asked. She looked genuinely mystified.
"Well," he said, "It just sits in our chest. It doesn't carry us around, like our legs, or see like our eyes. It doesn't touch like our hands. It just sits there and thumps."
"But - it keeps us alive," she replied.
"That's what the Church says about people like Teresa. They are the heart of the Church. Whatever it is that they pump around - it keeps us all alive."
"Do you believe that, Father?"
"On a good day, Officer. On a good day I can feel it."
"And on a bad day?"
"I don't know. I ... I remind myself that I have experienced it, and wonder why I cannot now. What about you?"
She was not used to being asked such a question.
"I wish, Father. I see a kid get shot, and I wish really hard that it not happen to anyone else. Or even to him. I wish I could go back and prevent it. Sometimes we do, you know? Sometimes we roust three or four kids on a street corner, and as we leave we see other kids driving by with open windows on the car and hard, hard eyes. And we know we just prevented some killings. And that makes it worthwhile for a bit. But in general, it is pretty hard in this job." She turned and looked forward. Shalgry doubted she would say anything more with her partner present. Then, to the priest's surprise, the older cop spoke.
"Sometimes your skin gets thick. But you know - you save a few here, a few there. Pretty soon they add up."
He took off his cap and scratched his head, revealing grey hair and not a lot of it. "Once, you know," he went on, "once I kept a little notebook of what I accomplished for almost a year. We had just lost three good cops - two got shot and one got fired because he killed a kid. And I just had to know if it was worth it. So I wrote down every good thing I did. The drunk driver I arrested and maybe I saved a couple of lives. The family fight we broke up. Once, for Christ's sake we found a lost cat. Everything. And you know, after a year there were a lot of things. Some awful things, too. But I had already been remembering the awful things. I'd been forgetting the good things."
"Still keep the notebook?" asked Shalgry.
"Don't need to. I learned what I needed to learn - what I do makes lots of little differences..."
"This is my spot," said the priest.
"Doesn't look like a rectory, Father," said the older cop, back in role.
"I'm between parishes," said Shalgry. "On assignment, I guess you'd say."
Father Shalgry took off his clericals and put the blood-stained clothes in the sink to soak in cold water. This is the sort of thing they don't teach you in seminary, he thought - how to you get blood out of your clothes after you hear confession at a street-shooting. It is something maybe they should teach, he thought.
He started to make a cup of tea - too late for coffee - and then stopped. Hot milk would be more like it. He looked in the refrigerator. Yes, there was some, and it was not too far gone. Hot milk it was.
While the milk warmed he thought again. What he had said to the young policewoman - was it true? Did prayer, contemplative prayer and loving God, really make a difference? Teresa's case was not maybe the best example. She had been so active in the world, up to her hidden ears in the ecclesiastical politics of 16th century Spain. But what about someone who prayed in private, who practiced in private - did they actually help, or were they just indulging themselves? He thought about Jesus saying that if you pray in secret, God would reward you in public.
He took his milk and sat in the single comfortable chair of his small apartment. What was true? He felt for the answer. He reached out to feel for that heart he had so glibly spoken about. Was it there? Was what he had said really part of his experience?
Chapter 13
In the morning, while he was grinding coffee - Tanzanian peaberry which may be the best coffee in the world, he was thinking - and wondering about the youth from the night before, his telephone rang.
"Good morning - Matthew Shalgry," he answered.
"Good morning, Father. I hear you were quite the hero last night."
"Good Lord, Marta - how did you hear about that?"
"From Mariel."
"I'm sorry?"
"The cop. She was in for a drink after duty. San Francisco is like Holland, you know. A small country protected by its dykes."
"That boy. Did she say how he is doing?"
"He is at General Hospital, and she said he was still alive when she went off duty. She called them."
"Thank God," said Shalgry. "Can she get his name? I could stop by."
"Let me ask her. Matthew, you impressed her. She is not fond of the Church. She got run out, too - she was in eighth grade at St. Veronica's. The nuns caught her messing around with another girl; and she was out, and into the tender arms of her parents. I'm surprised she survived.
"But you, the way you ran towards the trouble, the way you let yourself be covered with the blood of a stranger, and insisted on holding his hand. The way you made the EMT tell his family he had been confessed. She said you acted like a cop. For her, that is high praise."
"Thank you, Marta. That is high praise."
"And she said she asked you a question," Marta went on, not a person to be derailed. "About St. Teresa. She said you were carrying around a book of her writing. Been reading St. Orgasma, have you Father?"
"I have. She seems relevant."
"She does to me too. And Mariel said she asked you if these contemplatives did anything useful, and you said that they are like the heart of the Church. And Mariel said you felt you could feel it. Is that so?"
"I was wondering that myself, after I got home. Sometimes, I think so. Sometimes it seems that I can feel something circulating around, and it feels like what I feel when I do my little contemplations. Like when I was praying for that kid - it was sure not my own stuff I was bringing to him. I know it is God's grace and power, or at least I think it is. But I think it is more than me gathering it. You know what I mean?"
"I think so, Matthew."
"As if there were a huge sail. I read that once," he went on. "A sail woven of many, many pray-ers, and together we catch a Great Wind." Words failed him, and he came to a stop.
"Let me call Mariel, Matthew. I believe I can get that boy's name. And I will be calling you back."
Shalgry hung up, lost in these thoughts, and finished making his coffee. Is it so? Was there in fact a Company who together caught the grace of God, and it moved the ship of life forward?
He had at the same moment a sense that words would never be adequate, and that they did point at something. Sometimes when he prayed he felt very alone.
Sometimes he felt he had snuck off with his God, like two teenagers tiptoeing out of a carefully chaperoned Church event to be alone together. He felt that he was part of a very large dark rootwork that reached into the earth and took nutrition from it. Except the Earth was God - who was it that talked about a Tree Rooted in Heaven? That was what it was like...
The telephone rang again. "Hi, Matthew. His name is Anthony Alemán. He is in General Hospital. Yes, he is still alive, doing well for someone with three bullets in him. Mariel, now, is wondering if your praying had something to do with that..."
"Good medicine never hurts," Shalgry replied. "And if you are going to get shot, General is the hospital to go to. I will go see him this morning, to find out how he is doing and say hello. Say hello to Officer Mariel for me, please."
"Will do, Matthew. And I have heard nothing from the Star Chamber of Nuns. I'll let you know if they call me."
"Thanks," said Shalgry. "Say hello to them too, for me."
He went to his closet and dug out his other set of clericals and a fresh collar. He dressed slowly, and then realized he had not put away his books. He found the book of Saint Teresa's writings was not as bloodstained as he expected. Just a few flecks. His shoes, now, they needed a good washing. He stood in his underwear, and brushed the shoes under running water until the dark brown stains came away. My God, what a lot of blood, he thought. What a poor kid.
San Francisco General Hospital is huge. It is truly a medical center, with a large new main building, and many equally tall old buildings in brick. It had endured, in fact was the frontline in the first great wave of AIDS, when there was no treatment at all. But now and always it is the hospital where people are taken who have suffered horrible trauma. The surgeons and staff are used to it. The chance of surviving a gunshot are better at this hospital than almost any, because the staff are excellent - it is a teaching hospital for the University of San Francisco medical school - and sadly but deeply experienced with treating damaged bodies. Perched between the projects of Potrero Hill and the Mission Barrio, right beside the heavy traffic of Highway 101, the hospital sees a lot of carnage.
He approached the desk and took out his card. His roman collar was probably passport enough, but one might as well come prepared. "I am here to see patient Anthony Alemán," he said. "He was brought in last night with gunshot wounds."
"Just a moment, Father." The woman at the desk looked up the patient's name. She looked mestiza, guessed the priest. "Are you his pastor?"
"No," said Shalgry. "I am his confessor."
In a few moments he was cleared to enter intensive care. He had a visitor's pass on his clericals, and entered the elevator.
"Good morning, Father," said an old woman who was with him. "Will you pray for my daughter?" Shalgry was amazed sometimes at the way people admitted him to their lives. "Yes, I will mention her at Mass. Tell me her name, please?"
"Isabel, Isabel Rodriquez."
"I will, at Mass tomorrow. And you too, if you want. Your name? "
"My name is Marina, Marina Rodriguez. But I am Christian. My daughter is Catholic."
Shalgry smiled, "I suspect all our prayers go to the same office, you know?" I am sure of it, he thought. "I will pray for you. And you for me?"
Surprised, Ms. Rodriguez nodded. They parted as she went towards the wards - Oh Lord, why? The oncology wards - and Shalgry turned to the Intensive Care unit.
He identified himself to the guard by the door, remembering that gang hostility does not respect hospital boundaries, and was admitted to the ward. He went to the central nursing station and asked again for Anthony Alemán.
"He is in room 3, Father. He has been conscious a little, not much. I am told that a priest at the shooting heard his confession, though. The EMT's told us."
"Yes," said Shalgry. "I heard that too. Thank you."
He entered the room with the young body in it surrounded by monitoring and tubes. He seemed to be able to breathe on his own, but his eyes were closed. Shalgry pulled a chair beside the bed and sat, saying nothing. From his pocket he took his rosary and continued the silent prayer he had begun on the bus. He continued until he felt the touch of attention.
He opened his eyes and found himself looking into the young man's gaze. "Hello, Anthony," he said. He waited. Alemán looked back, then said "You were there last night, weren't you?"
Shalgry nodded. "I heard the shots, and I was nearby."
"Thank you, Father."
"Are you all right, Anthony?"
Alemán tried to smile but did not have much luck. "Father, I've had better days. But I am alive."
The priest looked at him. "Yes, you are. A lot of people worked very hard on you."
Alemán looked at the ceiling. "Aren't you going to tell me to change my life, Father? to get away from gangs?"
"No," replied Shalgry.
"That's good, Father. Because I was never in any gang. I just walked down the street. Someone thought I was someone else..."
Father Shalgry did not get a chance to answer, because a pair of women arrived. One was Anthony's mother, and the other was his aunt on his father's side. Both were respectful. When Anthony managed to tell them that Shalgry was the priest who heard his confession, tears began to run down Alemán's mother's face.
"Thank you, oh Father, thank you. Last night, we did not know if Antonio would make it. But the nurses told us a priest had heard his confession. We knew he was OK with God, that he was safe no matter what happened." Shalgry was touched, his heart moved again, by the blessing that the sacraments could bring. Random shooting, near death. But his moments kneeling on the cold November street had comforted not only Anthony, but his family. A blessing, collateral benefit just as the shooting had brought horrible collateral damage. Shalgry wondered again if Jesus had left the Sacraments with just this intention? He knew if anyone did how desperately people would need comfort in the world until He returned. So he sent his disciples with the power to forgive sins, to consecrate bread and wine, to anoint the dying. Jesus did not promise that there would be no suffering. But he promised that no one would be alone. And here, again, a family had had some comfort in their most desperate time.
He bent over the boy in the bed. "Anthony, I have no advice. But if you need help, you can reach me at this number. " He gave him his card. Then, at Ms. Alemán's insistence, he blessed both women and the boy.
"I could do this," he thought as he left the Intensive Care unit. "I have the time." He asked at the front desk how to find the Chaplain's office. It was occupied by one woman in the clerical collar and grey tweed of an Episcopal minister. "Hello," said Shalgry. "I was wondering if I might be able to lend a hand..."
After he had left his contact information with the Chaplain, the hours he could come if needed and how to reach him in an emergency and had said, with a straight face, that "Archbishop Buchanan would be glad to recommend me," he left with a new sense of connection.
Whether he had a parish or not, it was part of his calling to serve people in need. He had found that he could face the blood and the sudden pain of those who are in trauma. Before the pills had come into his life, their suffering would have overwhelmed him. Now maybe he could face it, and even be of help. It would be good to be in the saddle again.
As he entered the apartment on Gough Street, he heard his telephone ringing. "You simply must get yourself a cell phone, Matthew," said the familiar voice at the other end of the line
Chapter 14
Yet I am always with You,
and the world itself
beautiful as You made it,
pales beside You.
You are the light of the world
and the light of my life.
Is it enough
to love You in service, oh my Love?
Is it enough to kneel in front of You?
It would be, my King, if You were only God.
But You are not only God. No.
You are a Man. You are the Man who walked
in the dusty Roman-occupied roads of Galilee.
You drank wine and ate bread, You whipped the
moneychangers away from Your Father's temple.
You were a Man shining with the olive oil
that woman used to clean Your feet. Yes.
I understand her. Had I been there, with oil,
I would have poured it on You too, my Love.
-- From "The Love of Christ by Sister Clare"
"Sister Agnes wonders if she might bother you one more time to visit her at the Convent."
Shalgry thought to himself, there goes another free afternoon, and a bit of reading. And aloud he said, "Surely. When would be good?"
"I can pick you up in a half hour."
On the trip to the convent Shalgry told a bit about his visit to Anthony Alemán, and Marta commiserated for the boy who had been in the luckless place where someone could shoot him for no reason at all. Then she gossiped a bit about Hilda's new girlfriend, a student from India who was blossoming in San Francisco's gender-libertarian world. She would, said Marta, be the first Leather Devi in her neighborhood. Maybe in all of Uttar Pradesh. The ladies at the Pink Triangle were mixing encouragement with caution, telling stories of their coming-outs and "Wasn't I outrageous?" and the ways they had found to be integrated with less tolerant environments. And cheering her on.
Shalgry listened with half an ear, thinking his own thoughts about his own life. This investigation for the archdiocese would come to an end, one day. He was not likely to receive a parish of his own - the book would hang over his head, and there would always be a less controversial candidate to give the parish to. It was just a reality. So what job was there for a priest who had been bold?
Marta pulled her Toyota in front of the convent's outer wall. Today Shalgry was in his unremarkable clericals, but Marta was in full Pink Triangle drag - highlights of fuschia in her greying hair, a workshirt over a short denim skirt over patterned tights, and sensible shoes of glowing gold. Good. It would give the dedicated gossips some new material - a sort of compassion for those who serve by whispering.
Sister Agnes, now, was in the twin of the habit she wore every day. Father Shalgry could no more imagine her out of her habit than he could imagine Santa Claus in a business suit. For Sister Agnes, her work and her habit and her persona shaded into each other, like the persons of the Trinity.
"Father," she said, "thank you for coming so quickly. I hear you are a hero, and welcome now among San Francisco's finest. That is good. Police need spiritual counsel maybe more than anyone else, wouldn't you say? Tea?" He nodded, and Sister Agnes led them into the kitchen. Were there kitchen nuns? Did they sense when an outsider, especially a male outsider, was approaching and flee into purdah. Sister Agnes went on, "And I hear you have offered to take part in the chaplaincy at General Hospital. That is wonderful."
Shalgry turned a raised eyebrow to Marta. "Netherlands Intelligence," she murmured. "Best in the world."
"That Episcopal minister?" asked Shalgry.
"Priest, Father. Yes." Her voice dropped an octave. "Ve are effry-vere..."
Shalgry sighed. "Yes, Sister Agnes, I thought I should do something worthwhile since I am not attached to a parish. And it seems I can stand the traumas. So I volunteered."
Sister Agnes nodded. "Matthew - may I still call you Matthew? And you may call me Agnes..." Shalgry nodded, though he could no more imagine calling Sister Agnes 'Agnes' than he could imagine calling the Virgin Mary 'Virge.'
"Matthew, you have answered one of our questions. The first step of the path you have stumbled onto is service. Service taken on voluntarily, service without seeking for a reward. You have done that."
"The nuns are willing for you to know what we do. It is a risk, and it is one we are willing to take." Shalgry felt a warmth spreading in his heart. He knew that the risk they were taking was of all their lives, all the lives they had built together.
"Thank you. I hope I am worthy of your trust." How strange his words sounded, how formal. But there was no other way to say it.
"But Matthew, now we have to make another decision. We can tell you what we do, which will be quick enough. Or we can invite you to discover it for yourself, which will be a much longer walk because there is a problem."
"A problem?"
"Yes. It is your gender." Seeing his face close, Sister Agnes' dignity gave way to one of her rare smiles. "Nothing wrong with your gender. It was good enough for Jesus, after all."
Her seriousness returned. "But you must have noticed that our practice is driven by desire. As far as we know, it works for women who desire men, and perhaps for men who desire men. Even for women who desire both men and women, like Marta."
Marta hung her head. "My guilty secret."
"You, Father, you seem to have a fondness for women. And if that is the weave of your soul, there is no point in fighting it. It sets us a problem, though. There are so few female faces of God in our Church. Mary, maybe, is one - not orthodox-ly, but really. But she is so virginal that she makes not a great anode for a man's desire."
Sister Agnes was quiet a moment. "Are you willing to go a bit further afield, Father?"
Shalgry looked into his teacup. "Could I ask you what you mean, Sister? My ancestors would rise up roaring if you asked me to become a Protestant."
"I was thinking of something a bit more heathen, Father." She pursed her lips. "Are you familiar with mantras?"
"The prayers they use in Hinduism?"
"Well, prayers in a sense. They do connect people with the Divine. The mantras are repeated again and again, much like the Ave in the Rosary. The prayer Christe Eleison that the Orthodox Christians have in the Prayer of the Heart, repeated over and over again and allowed to settle into the heart, drifting down from the mind until it is at home in the chest - that is a mantra practice."
Shalgry nodded.
"So, Father, I'd like to start by asking you to keep company with a mantra. It is a mantra of Wisdom, in fact. The Orthodox Christians have a lot of respect for Sophia, the Wisdom of God. This is a Sophia practice. And remember, wisdom is always individual, not about classes. Come close, please. Bring your chair close to me."
Shalgry did so, feeling strange to be close enough to Sister Agnes to feel her warm breath.
"This is your mantra, Father," she whispered. "Repeat it as I say it, please:
"Om..."
He repeated it, "Om."
"Ah."
"Ah," he said.
"Dhih.."
"Dee," he said.
"Yes, 'Dee,' but with a little puff of air on the D. And a slight guttural ending, like a small 'kh." It is spelled 'Dhih' in Roman letters."
"Dhee-kh. Dhih," he repeated.
"Hu~" she said.
"Hoong," he said. "The last sound is a nasalization," she said. "Like the way the Brazilians nasalize 'ao' to make 'Sao' into 'São.' As in São Paulo, the city."
"Hõõ, he essayed.
"Right,' she said. 'You will see it written 'hum' or 'hung.' But it is that nasalization. And finally, 'Svah-hah.'
"Svaha,' he said.
"Yes, both vowels are 'ah.' If you learned this from the mountagnards, they would say 'Soha.' But Svaha is the original. It means the same thing as 'benedictum' - 'well said.' It is for the moment of actually offering an oblation. Now all the words: Om Ah Dhih Hum Svaha."
"Om Ah Dheekh Hung Svaha," said Shalgry.
"Right. That is your company for a few days, Matthew. Mix it with your prayers, God won't mind. Say it when you travel."
"Om Ah Dhih Hung Svaha. Om ah dhihhung svaha. Omahdhishhungsvaha..." said the priest.
"And have you anything you are doing this weekend?" asked Sister Agnes.
"No. They took away my church."
"Didn't they, now? Well, if you are available you might go on a little field trip with Sister Marta here. A laboratory trip, you might say. Are you willing?"
Shalgry nodded.
"It will change your heart. It is only fair to warn you, it might break it, and I mean that. But...
"No Protestants, I promise Father," and Sister Agnes was for the second time in one day smiling.
"OK, Marta," asked Father Shalgry as they headed back towards the center of the city. "What is this 'field trip' about?"
She watched the light ahead turn green and pulled into traffic as it surged. "It's a spiritual teacher I've been visiting for some years. A woman in the wine country whose name is Augusta Karlsdottir. She is sort of a Buddhist."
"Sort of?"
"She began as a therapist who used body-oriented psychotherapies. Then she ran into some Buddhist lamas. They so attracted her that she has become more and more a Buddhist. I know she goes to a Tibetan monastery in the Himalayas with her students. She is also very Western. Kind of confusing to explain, she is. But what she teaches is coherent enough. And Sister Agnes seems to trust her too."
"OK." said Shalgry. He found himself agreeing more than he was used to, these days. OK to the Archbishop, even though the archdiocese had taken his parish from him. OK to the sisters, what Marta called the Star Chamber of Nuns. OK to the Hospital, so much that he had volunteered to help chaplaining there. Now OK now to something even odder, not even Christian. Where was all this leading? Was the Holy Spirit at work here, or was it just him wandering around in the dark, waiting to bark his shin?
He had no idea. He laughed out loud.
Marta turned and said, "I don't hear you laugh often. What is it?"
"It's all the things I don't know. Talk about lost - I have no idea whether I am wandering into heresy and sin, or enlightenment and salvation..."
"Well, truth is I could not tell you. I do know, though, that if you should stop at the Pink Triangle, I will beat the pants off of you at pool."
"Oh, Sister Marta. I was born a pool hustler. I won Saint Peter's keys from him; it was me that made St. Jerome vulgar; and you are one doomed lesbian... ummm ... bisexual."
"Father, you heard that in confidence. You preserve my reputation, and I will not beat you too badly."
Which was true enough. They talk of how the mild-mannered Father Shalgry beat Marta at pool five games in a row, and they josh her about that - but nothing else
Chapter 15
Father Shalgry was a romantic about hospitals, as some people are about monasteries. He believed they exist to save people at the most desperate times in their lives. And at San Francisco General he was right. With all the usual politics inside, and dependent on tax dollars outside, it was nonetheless the only help for many in the City. He found that he quickly adapted to the community of chaplains who came and went in the halls and wards. Especially, he served in the waiting rooms.
He would take his breviary and sit, or his rosary and sit, and wait. Almost every time someone would approach him and ask for help, or to talk. They would ask him to pray with them, or to explain why a loving God could allow their beloved ones to be struck down (and he never could) or to hear their confessions.
He sat in the crowded waiting room, halfway through his daily office, when a young man came up to him. "Are you a Catholic priest?"
"I am," he replied.
"Can I confess, Father?" The man was young, really a boy, but with eyes hard like marbles.
"Yes, you can."
The priest looked around the waiting room. He knew that the one thing there was not here, was space. But sometimes there was privacy. And when someone wanted to relieve his soul, to be Reconciled, it was never right to say ‘Wait.’
"Come with me," he said. He led the man to a corner, where by good fortune there were two lonely chairs. He started to take his purple penitential stole from his pocket.
"Do you have to wear that?" the man asked, looking about the room.
Right. Not to be seen confessing. Not to be seen soft. "No," he said. "It is a custom, but not necessary. Sit down, please. How long has it been since your last confession?"
"A long time. Please, Father."
"OK. Please, tell me what you want to tell."
The man looked down. "This is private, right? Secret?"
"Yes it is. Priests have died rather than tell what they heard in confession."
"Father, I shot a man. Is there any help for me, Father?"
Shalgry took in a breath, thinking of Anthony lying in a pool of blood. "Yes. There is forgiveness for sin for anyone who asks for it."
"You don't understand, Father. I am not sorry. I shot him because he shot my brother. I am not sorry. Is there any help for me?"
Shalgry looked into the young and so old eyes. From behind the glass walls, a soul looked out. "Am I damned, Father?" they seemed to say. "Am I beyond hoping?"
The priest closed his eyes for a moment, just a blink, just long enough to pray, “Please, Old Wisdom, guide my tongue.”
He gave up all attempts to plan what he would say.
"You are a brave man. You have faced death." The boy's eyes widened, startled to hear praise instead of rebuke. Shalgry went on, "Be brave still. Look into your own real heart. Not your brave heart, but your heart as it is. Did you want your brother shot, and then did you want this man shot in revenge? Did you want those things? Be brave. Tell me."
The ironhard eyes looked back at him, and then began to melt like ice at the end of winter.
"No, I did not."
"And do you want them now?"
"No." The man was looking down. No one would ever see his tears, he was determined, thought Shalgry. But he had the guts to look in his heart. God, Shalgry thought, I admire those who look in their own hearts.
"Then that is what being sorry means." The priest took a deep breath. Thank you Old Spook. Om Ah Dhih Hum Soha. Where did that come from? "I absolve you of your sins, in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. And for your penance, a rosary. One rosary thinking that Jesus was taken unfairly too, and he found a way to forgive. He was a brave man too."
"I don't have a rosary, Father."
"You do now, son." He said and handed him his own. "Pray for your brother and the man you shot, and yourself, and me if you don't mind. OK?"
He put his hand on the man-become-boy's shoulder, and waited. The young one nodded, and Shalgry patted his shoulder twice. Thank God for this sacrament, he thought. This boy lived in a war, and he would need forgiving again.
The young man, the boy, the grown man he was becoming - they all rose and turned from the priest. He said nothing, nameless, just walking towards the door. Shalgry watched him outlined by the bright light, and then vanishing. "Please God," he said. "Please keep him company. Martin, good St. Martin the soldier, please keep him from harm and harming."
The priest sat in his battlefield confessional. His fingers itched for the comfort of a rosary. Sacramentals, they called them, these physical objects blessed for our practice. Ah, what is to do in this stinging world? Is it to close out all feeling, going forth? Or to dance and sing and rejoice because the rest is too cruel? Om Ah Dhih Hung So-ha. What is the wisdom here? Does the world offer wisdom here? Does Heaven?
He went to the elevator, to visit Anthony in his ward. The boy was recovering well, his young body knitting from the trauma of many bullets.
"Hello, Father," said he. He laid aside an electronic game he was playing. He had allowed himself to slip back towards childhood as he recovered, which seemed wisdom om ah dhih hum indeed. Knowing what to do and doing it without ever being conscious of it. The priest pulled a chair up near him. "How are you doing, Anthony?"
"I'm sore, father. But people keep visiting me, and that is nice. And my aunt brought me this." He lifted the game for the priest to look at. The priest wondered what prayer omahdhihhum would be good to say soha for this boy as he went back out into a world that held the young shooter and this young victim both? What prayer do you pray omahdhih for the wolf and mountain goat both hung soha?
"I'm glad." The priest found he had no words at all.
The boy, unwilling to give up the comfort of an adult man who was kind to him, asked, "What's wrong, Father? Is everything OK?"
The priest looked at the boy, and somehow spoke the truth, "I ended up counseling someone who has shot someone," he said. "And I thought of you sitting here, and I didn't know what to think, you know? He did it in vengeance. Was he the one who shot you? Or did he shoot someone in vengeance for you?” My God, did I just say this to a boy who is lying here even though he was shot down on the street omah shot on the dhih street hung himself svaha?
The boy's eyes were suddenly much older. Like a child's still, but the child who receives food from aid workers in the desert of a warring nation. "I know, Father. I think about him too." He turned away to look out the window. "I mean I don't know who you mean, but someone has a gun and he shot me. Someone I don't even know shot me. Will he shoot me again? Will he shoot someone else? Do I need to get a gun, Father?" He gripped his bedclothes, holding onto them to keep from washing away in his own questions.
"I don't have one," the priest answered.
"But you are a priest."
"People shoot priests, Anthony. Really, they do." The boy was silent, unsatisfied. Shalgry was unsatisfied himself.
"Anthony, do you know what wisdom is?" The boy just looked at him. Father Shalgry realized he was speaking to himself at least as much as to the boy. "It doesn't mean knowing everything. It means knowing enough, just enough for the next step. Not even knowing you know it, maybe, just putting your foot in the right place, this time."
Now the boy was listening.
"Anthony, that is what I pray for most of all. Putting my foot in the right place. And for me, it has never been the right step to carry a gun. I don't think it was right for that other kid, not the one I talked to, not for the one who shot you." He shook his head, as if to clear it. He wanted so much to tell this boy the truth, as best he knew it. Omahdhih hung. "I cannot tell you just where to put your foot, Anthony. I can tell you what I do, what I see. But not where to put your foot. It is your foot." No, that was not all. "But I can tell you, I would hate to have to say a funeral Mass. For you. For anyone you shot. Even for him, whoever he is." He shook his head again. Svaha. Was it well-said? He hoped so.
Anthony looked out the window. "It's beautiful out there, Father. I don't want to shoot anyone. It would make my sisters cry."
"What are your sisters' names, Anthony?"
"Teresa, Father." Of course, he thought. "And Madalena."
"Do you have a brother?"
"No. I wish I had a big brother to take care of me."
Oh, no you don't. His fingers missed his rosary, but he was suddenly glad it was with the brother Anthony didn't have.
Father Shalgry sat back in the waiting room, too tired to even hope no one came up to him. He saw the families and the solitary people coming and going, so sad, so very sad, so stern, so resigned, so strong, so determined, so happy. Wait, who was that?
He looked across the room, his eyes coming to focus on one middle aged man. That man is happy. Not stupid, no. Happy. Damn, I forgot my pill today. I came into this hospital with no little white pill to protect me. Stupid, I am the stupid one, he thought. Why is that man happy?
Since his occasional empathy was out and exposed anyway, he cast it across the room as best he could. The man had his eyes closed, and his face absorbed. Father Shalgry found himself falling, toward the feeling coming from the other man. It was like a soft pumping. Father Shalgry knew that pumping; it was the pumping of semen being drawn from within the body and offered to the love. And there was some ecstasy here, but not the flash of sudden coming. Instead the man seemed to be deliberately pumping that - that what? That release. Pumping that release out. As if he were a substation on the watercourses of the soul. Pumping life. Life tinged with ecstasy.
Father Shalgry thought of his own life. If he pumped out anything, it was sadness. Mostly he held it inside himself. But if he opened it up, that is what he would have to offer. Compassion, yes. But such sad compassion. What was this man doing? And where did he get this, this treasure?
Om ahdhihhung svaha. For a moment the room faded a bit, greying out; and the man across the room was at the center of a webwork. To him came great cells? globs? of light. And the man somehow cut them into smaller cells or rice grains, and from him they streamed out along smaller channels. Out and down the halls, out and to the people going by, out without request or recompense. Like a son of the Fates who spin measure and cut, he offered from the light that came towards him smaller parcels and distributed them oh so anonymously.
Shalgry opened his eyes and found the man looking at him. The man smiled, knowing he was seen. Then somehow he abstracted himself away, like a man returning to his work. And that was the end of the contact except -
In his heart Shalgry suddenly felt hope. Not hope for a reason, just hope. Hope, and the memory of good times and the strength they give. And friends. His body, which he did not know had been sore, suddenly relaxed and experienced hope and joy. Life. He felt hope, that overwhelmed all his despair and even the little white pill he had not taken. His eyes closed while he felt himself washed through with something that made him more alive, a-love, and glad to be.
He opened his eyes. The chair across from him was empty, quickly filled by a young mother. His heart, though, was not empty. Light leaked from its many openings.
Chapter 16
Saturday morning Marta called and said "Wear comfortable clothes. It's pot luck; we can pick something up on the way." She picked him up and they headed north. "Would you be willing..." he began
"...to tell you what you are in for?" Marta gave him a leer. “Your virtue, Father, your virtue is a goner!" A good cackle, too. She did an excellent cackle.
"Reassuring," muttered Shalgry.
"She is kind, and very smart. I've learned to trust those two things implicitly. But what she is doing varies from year to year, and she is always bringing her students along where she is going."
"Informative," muttered Shalgry.
"...so as I was trying to say, I could give you some history but no program. She is always exploring. We'll be following her footsteps through the snow." Marta glanced at Shalgry, and took mercy.
"She has written several books. You can buy them from her if you want. It's not necessary; but you literates feel safe if you have books in your hands." She paused. "Or you can borrow them from me," bobbing her head in a happy little nod. Shalgry laughed.
"When first I heard of her, she was teaching about energy and how it moves. In sex, as her book-title suggested, but actually in all of life. I read her book, then I sought her out. She taught me how to move energy, really; and even more important she validated that it is real."
"It is?" said Shalgry.
"Yes, Father - you know that stuff you feel when you don't take your pills. That. Oh, I should have suggested you skip it today. Did you?"
"I did not take one. I wanted to feel what happens today. I ... I had a very strange experience at General when I skipped one this week."
"Tell all, Matthew." Shalgry did, in more detail than he expected to - omitting the confession's content, of course. Or more exactly, omitting the identity of the confessed.
"You saw this light?" asked Marta when he was done.
"Yes," replied Shalgry. "Or it was as if I did, if you know what I mean."
"And you say you felt it?"
"I think so. I think that hope and … rejoicing I felt was one of the pulses he was cutting up and sending out."
"You ever do energy work, Matthew?"
"No. Experienced it once or twice when I was with the Spiritualists. Very warm. But I never saw anything before."
"Most people don't, I hear. The man who taught about auras in the West, Leadbetter - he saw a lot of energy. He wrote about it and described colors. I guess people think they should be able to see them. Myself, I just feel it."
"You feel these things, Marta? You never told me."
"How would I, Matthew? It's not the sort of thing one brings up. Especially with the beloved hierarchy forbidding Reiki, the most common energy work, in Catholic hospitals."
"What do you do?" asked the priest.
"I put my hands on people, where they say it hurts, or where I feel something. Then my hands seem to get hot. I feel what feels sort of like a fluid coming out and into them. And the people I am working on, they feel the warmth too. But if you touch my hands, they are cool."
"And it helps them?"
"Often. It usually at least relieves stress and pain, lets them relax. Sometimes they heal better."
"Doesn't it empty you out?"
"It's like when you do the sacraments, Matthew. It passes through me."
"From what, I wonder," asked the priest of himself as much as of her.
"From Love, I expect. People get better." Marta almost snapped. "Remember the people asked Jesus the same thing." She blew out in frustration. "I just figure that if it does kindness, it is kindness. I don't have much faith in theory, you know..."
They were traveling now through the low hills of Napa and Sonoma country.
For a few miles they watched the barren wine-vines, with the bright yellow mustard plants growing between the woody wine-branches. Harvest was in; the fields belonged to the golden mustard until spring. It was the way that you knew it was winter in California - a few of the plants went dormant, and others sprang up.
They stopped in a small town and bought something for the potluck lunch. "These people eat well," said Marta. "More Californian than Buddhist, if you know what I mean." "Are they vegetarian?" he asked, eyeing some fine Saag Bündnerfleisch, like a wine-cured beef prosciutto. "Some are," Marta answered. "But Augusta is a serious carnivore. Seems to need meat for her work. Tibetan Buddhists are usually meat-eaters. All Tibetans are. The tofu-bush doesn't grow up in their mountains." Shalgry bought some of the Bündnerfleisch and some tabouli with tofu as well. Let's be courteous to everyone, he thought.
As they wended through cuts in the rock into the small hills that separate valleys in the wine country, Shalgry allowed his sense to extend outward. Close in the field, he felt the argumentative and utterly trustworthy tangle of Marta's personality. Beyond her it was quiet, much like the city at the quietest time of the night, four AM, when he often rose to do his prayers. Except - this quiet was full of the slow moving personalities of the live oaks and stones. Beyond, he could feel the overhanging hill cliffs. To him they felt inhabited, as if something lived there in the stone. Shalgry had found he was an animist in experience, if not in theory. Animals felt alive, of course. So did plants, each a vertical climbing through the rind of the planet, linking water and nutrient to light. Completely recognizable, and almost impossible to describe, these plantsouls. And the stones were like thoughts held in mid flight, frozen into tremendous slowness. Except when they were 'inhabited,' as these hill-faces seemed to be, by something a bit more moving. It was something not demonic, but Shalgry was not sure he would want to invite it to dinner. One of the things that had drawn him to the Spiritualists was that they often felt these same presences.
Just as well not to speak of it in front of Archbishop Buchanan, though.
"We're almost there, Matthew," said Marta. He drew his awareness back to his own body's territory, like calling a falcon to the wrist. It was this unbidden wide-ranging-ness, in the buffeting suffering of a city, that had driven him finally to seek the drug. "Are you all right?"
"Yes. I was just umm spread out into this countryside. Happens, sometimes. Nice, here; not so nice in the city." He blinked several times. "She lives here? Good place to be."
"It is," answered Marta, turning into a dirt road that climbed up the hill beside them. In perhaps a quarter mile they started passing signs warning of "Dangerous Goats" and "Caution, Stupid Dog." Then a string of prayer flags of the sort the Tibetan Buddhists favor came into sight. They were tattered from being out so long, ‘letting their prayers go into the winds.’ The house seemed ordinary enough, large and comfortable for a family. As they pulled in an immense and very old dog staggered towards them, barking the immemorial warning, ‘Pass by, O Traveler, Pass By.’ Marta leaned out, "Hello Nobly Born - missed me?" Nobly Born looked at her and the car with rheumy eyes, uttered another warning rumble, and turned back when called by a woman who seemed to live here.
They stepped out of the car into the cool winter air. "Augusta, this is Matthew Shalgry that I told you about."
She seemed to be in her sixties, wavy brown hair. She had the look of a scholar about her, with a white blouse over a long skirt and sensible glasses. Her regard was remarkably direct. Shalgry felt as if she would look directly into him if she chose, but was withholding the searching glance from courtesy. Don't use the X-ray glasses on the guests. But then he felt what she was doing in fact - she seemed to feel the whole field, and so of course both him and Marta because they were in it.
"Dr. Karlsdottir, thank you for allowing me to come."
"Father, call me Augusta. And please tell me - would you like to be a priest here - I mean, your role - or just a visitor? I would not like to stick you with all the reactions some people have to the Church, if you don't want. Please, which would you prefer?
He smiled. "It seems to me better to be direct. If everyone talks about their work, I would be pleased to be a priest. And if they don't, then I don't need to either. And please, call me Matthew."
Augusta nodded. "Coffee? There is some just made. Please, come in..."
Marta and Shalgry retrieved the food from their car and made their way past the still dubious Nobly Born, who looked to be a cross between a mastiff and a foothill.
Shalgry looked about the house. Books, oh so many books, were on walls and tables. There were just as many images. Were these the gods of Buddhism? Many of them sat in meditation posture, others seemed to dance. They made gestures that seemed to be a language, and he knew he did not know it. A small, maddened kitten came down the hall and seeing a stranger, widened eyes and skittered away.
The smell of a wood fire was wonderful.
He followed Marta into the kitchen. They were not the first, he saw. The kitchen and the adjoining room, which looked out on a tree-shaded deck, were full of people. They seemed to be mostly in their 40's and fifties, mostly women and mostly white. Marta introduced him to another redhaired woman who seemed to take charge. "This is Rowan - Matthew Shalgry. He's visiting today." Soon he found himself meeting one person after another in a low-key way. People were more interested in getting the food into the refrigerator and acquiring a cup of tea than in formal introductions. He found it comforting, like coming into a large family.
Dr. Karlsdottir, no "Augusta" he must remember, poured him a cup of coffee and showed him where he could find milk and sugar. He found himself wandering after her into a large living room with a fireplace. She went to a chair and to an open Macintosh that still had an internet connection running. "Email," she smiled ruefully. "Always behind... I need to bring in some wood. Would you give me a hand?"
Shalgry was grateful to have a way to be useful. He set his cup of coffee on a dining room table and followed her outside.
"I usually would talk with a new person for a while on the telephone, Matthew." She began to gather small logs and to pile them on a log-carrier. "I apologize; I just got back from Australia and I am a bit behind. Agnes did send a copy of your book. I read most of it. It is impressive. Did you spend a long time among them?"
"About a year. I told them I wanted to understand Spiritualism in American religion. It surprised them to have a Catholic priest attending services. I even took a mediumship development class. Never was much good at it. I was a little better at feeling their healing work, though I did not do it much myself."
"It is a respectful book. I can imagine they were pleased with it."
"They were. The Church was not. Too respectful, I guess. It would have been better received during Vatican II."
Augusta nodded. "I imagine so. But Agnes said..." Oh, thought Shalgry, it's 'Agnes'? What a webwork of friends this was... "Agnes said that you seem to have a talent for ... for what we call tantra. And she thought maybe it would be easier for you to work with it here?"
"You have the advantage of me," he responded. "I really don't know what the word means." He told her of his surprise when the Archbishop asked him to investigate a booklet current in the convents - "Yes. Agnes sent it to me" - and his surprise to find it was apparently a practice. He told her about the star court in which the nuns decided to let him in, a bit, and they then sent him "... to you, Augusta. I came here because Sister Agnes suggested it, and because I trust Marta. But I do not know what I am doing, or why I am here."
Augusta had a seriousness about her that he found charming. He doubted that she ever practiced smalltalk - but if she did, he imagined it was a practice.
"If it is all right with you, Matthew, we will just do what we usually do. I will try to make sure I explain it. Feel free to ask questions. If I understand what Agnes said, you want experience more than words. From the way you wrote your book, I think you will find the experience surprisingly easy." She picked up one end of the log-litter, and he the other. They walked silently back to the house, through the cool and woodsmokey day.
He found a pillow to sit upon in the informal circle. "Everyone has met Matthew? He will be visiting today." Then she stood, and without many words began a set of exercises. First she stood still and began a vertical jiggling, allowing her arms to flop comfortably beside her. The students followed her. Then she stopped and hooked her forefingers together over her head and continued to jiggle. Again the students seemed to know what to do, and followed her. Next she stuck her arms straight out to the side and allowed her forearms to hang straight down from the elbows. She turned in this posture from side to side.
Shalgry found his body gradually loosening. These were some sort of stretching exercises - ah, she had her fingers hooked over her head again - and they seemed to be a set. "Matthew," she said, "do this one gently the first time, OK?" She squatted suddenly, way down as if she were Vietnamese. "This is to open the pelvis. A little goes a long way. With this, and please with everything we do, please stop when you feel you have done almost enough. It really is not an achievement event." With that she stretched her arms out, and allowed her torso to rest between her legs. Shalgry found he could barely bend into an elementary squat. He grinned in some embarrassment, but extended his arms ahead and remained as best he could until one by one the other students followed Augusta to a standing position. She began swinging her arms, both at once forward and both at once backwards, bending her knees a little when the arms reached their nadir. Then, swinging side to side. And then she hung forward, allowing her head to hang down and her arms to reach down towards the floor. Some of the students reached the floor. But it did not seem to be a competitive matter.
Finally she said "Let's sit," and sat down on a pillow. Each student did also. A peace began to spread through the room. It was not as deeply quiet as the quiet in the convent, thought Shalgry. But perhaps a little more open....
He realized that he had gone somewhere, when he heard Augusta striking two small cymbals together, edge to edge, and allowing the ringing to die out slowly.
"Today I would like to review energetic experience." Augusta looked around at her students. "We work with body, energy and awareness. Of course they are not really separate or different. But let us work just with this one aspect for a moment. In threes, please." The students gathered into groups of three. Marta and the redheaded Rowan invited him to work with them.
"Please sit back to back, and allow yourselves to relax against each other's back. Rest down. Come into alignment. Let the back of your hearts touch each other. Let your spines relax. You 'have each other's back.' That feeling of safety - I think this is where the expression comes from." Matthew could feel Marta's back against him, and the strong back of Rowan. In all these years of knowing each other, he realized, he had never touched Marta's back.
"Notice the feeling of warmth from the others. Notice how not only do you touch each other's skin, but the warmth penetrates a bit. You know how the Amazon, when it flows into the Atlantic, flows out for hundreds of miles before it loses its identity? You can see the silt-trail of the river right in the ocean. Be a little like that. Let your warmth flow a little bit into your partners' - what? - your partners’ oceans. Just a little bit. Just as much as is comfortable. Rest in that."
There was a silence, no words. But in another way there was much moving. There was a sense of attention and... Matthew discovered he could feel not only himself, but others. Exactly what he had learned to avoid, pharmacologically if necessary. Yet, for this moment, it seemed safe. He could feel the warmth of Marta, and he could feel the warmth of Rowan. And they were different. They each had a quality that he could distinguish. Like different voices. Pleasant. He could almost discern the feel of the others in the room, but these two women he could feel clearly and distinctly.
As if reading his mind, Augusta went on, "You may notice a flavor, a certain slightly different flavor, for each person you are touching. Perhaps really subtly, rather am-I-really-feeling-this-ly. Let it be there if it is there, and enjoy it. If it is there, just enjoy the contact. And if it is not there, just enjoy the contact."
Shalgry was aware of his celibacy, and still this seemed to be acceptable contact. Back to back was easy enough.
"Now slide just a little apart, just barely. When you are comfortable that way, rest there and notice - very likely you can feel each others' presence. Notice that you can often recognize the flavor of each person, even if you cannot find words for it, when you are separated by a little space."
"When you have rested that way for a while, turn around. Sit in a triangle again, but facing, and knee to knee." There was a rustling and a re-arranging, and then everyone was facing one another. Some laughter came as one student fell off her pillow, and quiet again as she regained her perch.
"Please hold hands, whatever way is comfortable."
There was some shuffling and arranging. "Now, again, feel each other. Notice that quality, that flavor. Maybe a little different, maybe very much the same. The way people are different from the front and the back..."
"If one pair lets go, it makes a sort of chain. One person in the middle, a B person, and A and C on either end. If you are on the end, try feeling through the middle person to the other end person. Notice that maybe you can find that person through the middle person. Sometimes we tell each other, when we ask for prayers on our list, sometimes we say, 'You can find her through me... ' This is what we mean. Rest in that noticing."
Father Shalgry found that the sense of personality in each touch was subtle, but distinct. 'Flavor' might not be the word, though it was pervasive like a flavor. Each was distinct. It was indescribable, and unmistakable. Shalgry found himself thinking back to the 'touches' he had experienced over the years, even anonymously. He remembered the hospital, and how (even when he wanted desperately to serve) the suffering there could flood him unless he had taken the bupropion.
Then, to his surprise, Augusts said, "Nap time.”.
Shalgry had an image of rugs to sleep on, with maybe milk and cookies to follow. In fact the students did arrange the sheepskins on the floor, and then lie down with the groups they had practiced with.
"Come on, Matthew," said Rowan, and she patted the space behind her. He lay down, the first time in many years he had laid down by a woman. She took his arm and wrapped it over her side. Marta lay down behind him and put her arm over his side in turn. People settled down towards napping.
For Shalgry there was a certain hesitancy, because of the ingrained habits of celibacy - never touch, never touch! Yet this did not seem to be an orgy, but just what Augusta had said, a nap.
And yet, as he let his eyes close, he could feel the same sense of 'taste,' the energy that characterized each person, beginning to flow into him. It was pleasant, warm, and softly intimate. He breathed in, out and in again. The flow into him became quietly stronger, and warmer. It passed into him, and he could feel his own energy moving out of his body as well. The mixture was quiet and very intense.
He realized that what he thought of as the defect in him, the inability to block out the energies of others, was entirely different in this context. It was that he could not distinguish himself fully from the women on either side of him, and it felt good. Now it was not just energy that was flowing back and forth - it was identity. Who was he, which body was his?
He could feel dimly the wide support of their thighs, as if it were his. The womb with its great hunger for blood, this whole system of monthly preparation for pregnancy that he had none of, now he could feel it as if it were inside his own body.
As the minutes flowed by, he asked himself how anyone could call this a nap. It seemed instead to be a careful, respectful and intense overlapping of energy and identity. Perhaps, he mused to himself, Augusta used this innocuous word to disguise how profound this practice of lying in spoons was. Was it deliberate misdirection on her part? Wondering that, he fell into a deep sleep between the two women.
Chapter 17
As the Tibetan cymbals sounded, Shalgry found himself lost in both space and time. He had no idea how long he had been asleep.
Rather than knowing where and when he was, he knew who he was with. The fields of his two companions were as palpable as warm waters from an underwater hot spring, each distinct and yet shared here. He wondered if this was how electric fish experienced the universe, sitting in the middle of the electrical fields be which they detected living beings in their environment. He glanced at his watch. Good Lord, it had been almost 40 minutes.
Gradually, sleepily, the group revived. Some wandered off to visit the bathroom, some got some tea or water. This was the drinking-est group, always tippling on their lightly flavored waters. "Any comments? What did you experience," asked Augusta when they had regathered.
Shalgry expected people to talk about the remarkable shared field of the nap. Somehow, they did not. They spoke of the exercise that preceded it as if it were all that happened this morning. Curious, he thought.
Several people mentioned 'pulsation,' which seemed to be an ingroup term with a special meaning, as did the word 'alignment.' But his ears perked up when a woman with severe, straight hair said, "For a moment there, I was not sure who was who."
Augusta responded, "As far as I can tell, separation is a learned behavior. When we relax, really rest down, we don't so much merge as forget to separate. We forget to say, 'This is mine,' and 'This is not mine.' Anyone else?"
Someone asked if it was good to lose boundaries this way. Someone else immediately said that they liked 'getting big.' Augusta then did something that Matthew had seen few people do before in groups - she somehow managed to convey that both were right, and bringing valuable points, even though they were contradicting each other. How does she do that, wondered Shalgry. "Chagdud Tulku said that it is not that big mind or small mind is better. It is the moving between them that is valuable."
Shalgry sensed something he could not immediately identify opening up in front of him. He rested in it for a moment, and then realized: It was a space, an inviting space. Without saying a word, Augusta seemed to be offering him a place to speak if he wanted to. But it was truly a space, not an obligation. He had heard ‘open up a space’ as a metaphor. He had never had the experience. Somewhat wide-eyed, he looked at Karlsdottir. She smiled the slightest "I see that you see" smile and then, carefully not looking at him said "Anyone care to add anything?" The space opened up a bit more. "Matthew, how did you find this morning so far."
Shalgry had had absolutely no intention of speaking. He was here to learn, not to reveal himself. How odd, he thought, he was not aware that he had been concealing himself. Yet there it was. And it seemed he was talking, too. As though he were another member of the group, he found himself listening to his own words.
"I felt ... real-er. I mean, I felt Marta and Rowan, and that felt good because I like them. I like how they are. I guess I felt bigger. But what I really noticed was that I felt more real. More like myself. As if perceiving this way was what I really am, and I was coming out... Or maybe, that the world I was feeling all that in, which is a little bit different from the ordinary world, right? - as if that world was where I belonged." His voice trailed off. "It felt good," he said.
Augusta looked at him openly, and said, "Some talents are encouraged in our culture. Some aren't. If you are naturally an empath, naturally a sharer of experience, then you get all sorts of signals that it is not OK. They range from funny looks if you dare to say what you experience, to active psychiatric intervention. They may medicate you to stop the 'abnormal' experience." Matthew felt a sudden chill. Could she tell? As if he had spoken aloud she went on, "That can be a blessing, sometimes, because it cuts the intensity. And it is intense to feel the experience of others; and if there is no cultural wisdom except 'it is not really happening,' it can be hard to find out how to handle it. But there are other wisdoms, and wisdom presence is always worth seeking." She turned to the straight-haired woman. "For instance, Abigail, you said it can be hard to know who is who. There is nothing wrong with that. But if you want to know, if it is important to know if an experience is yours or coming from someone else, you can just ask. Just say silently, 'Is this experience mine?' And usually a rather clear answer will come, yes or no. If 'no' perhaps you can find out whose it is. But at least you know the issue is not yours. That trick is one of the small wisdoms that our culture does not teach." She nodded to Shalgry. "Thank you for bringing this up," she said.
"Lunch? Lunch and a long nap?" People rose and headed to the kitchen. Seriousness gave way to smalltalk. Shalgry found himself peeling carrots beside Abigail and a man who seemed Vietnamese. "Glad you could come, Matthew." she said, and the man nodded while cutting the vegetables. "You seem to have a feel for this," he said. "What kind of work do you do?"
Here we go, thought Matthew. "I am a Catholic priest," he said, bracing himself. Abigail and the man looked at each other.
"Father," she began. "Matthew," he interrupted, "Please call me Matthew. I'm out of uniform." He tugged with one finger at his absent roman collar. "See?" he grinned.
Abigail continued with great earnestness. "Matthew, Nguyen and I are planning to get married. His family is Catholic. I was wondering..." she paused for a moment "do you know a priest who might be willing to marry a Catholic and a Buddhist?" From across the room Marta raised her eyebrows with a ‘Need to escape?’ look, but Shalgry really didn't mind. He was glad for the quick acceptance, and questions about marrying an Anglo Buddhist and a Vietnamese Catholic - that was the sort of question a San Francisco priest got all the time.
It was Augusta who did extricate him from the conversation, with a quiet "Want to see our deck?" He followed her out through the sliding doors onto what was in fact a beautiful deck. A huge tree overhung and nearly swallowed the deck, shading it from the strong sun at any hour except noon. A statue of a cat, three feet tall, held birdseed. The birds ignored the fierce humor; they stopped in when they wanted a snack and then returned to gossip in the tree.
"What did you find, Matthew? I know Agnes sent you to discover something here. Were there any hints this morning?"
Shalgry leaned on the rail of the deck and looked out over the garden. "Hard to say, Augusta. I found one thing I did not know: it is possible to feel the feelings of others without it being painful. That was new, for me. I am used to it hurting.
"Today it just felt good. Interesting, like learning a new thing, but good." Shalgry looked around. "I like your place. I like your people."
"So do I," said Augusta. "I like them both too." She stopped, as if to give Shalgry a chance to say more.
"Did Agnes say why she was sending me?"
"No, not exactly. She said you wanted to know about their practice, and she thought because you were a man it might be easier for you to learn about it from me. Since I have both female and male students, I think. Did she say more to you?"
Shalgry sat looking out, watching the very slightly greening hills of the early rainy season. "She said what they do, this Love of Christ practice, is based on desire for Christ. And that since I seem to be attracted to women, that you might have something more ... congenial for me to learn here."
Augusta sat looking away while paying full attention. He wondered if she had learned from American Indians, who found the hard stares that marked white American attention to be harsh and painful. Soft eyes, they called it. "We are not running a sex clinic," she said. "But sometimes, some of our people do find desire moves them towards their goal. The goal of being awake, I guess. But it is a winding path... May I mention some things that could be a problem?"
"Certainly," he said.
"I know you are a priest, and Catholic priests are celibate by vow. I've noticed Catholics take their vows very seriously. We had a fellow who walked the desire and love path. The conflict with his marriage vows drove him a little nuts; he ended up good for not much but poetry and postal work. If a path of desire is your way, will it damage you?"
"Good question, Augusta. I don't know." He turned towards her and grinned. "It was the Archbishop who asked me to find out what the nuns' practice was. Maybe I could say I was on a mission?"
She took what he said with complete seriousness. "Maybe so. But we try to practice kindness here. I really don't want to cause suffering that isn't necessary."
Shalgry nodded. He also did not want suffering, though as a Christian he knew it came.
“The second thing,” she continued, “is that we work very hard. We talk a lot about resting down, we take naps...”
“Right,” Shalgry interrupted. “Those naps are more than naps.”
Augusta glanced straight into his eyes. “Well spotted, Father. They are an … opportunity. I am impressed you noticed this so quickly. But I should say this – despite the words about resting, and relaxing and napping, we work very hard. Our practices are demanding. A number of people have come, looking for a relaxing weekend workshop, and quickly left again.
“And they are not superficial. They move people deeply, and change them; and that change can be shocking. It is especially so when it touches the heart.”
"Might I ask you something?" he responded after a pause.
She nodded.
"The words Om Ah Dhih Hum Svaha. What do they mean?"
"They are a mantra, a sort of meditation focus. I believe that that is a mantra of Yum Chen Mo."
"Excuse me?" said Shalgry.
"That's Tibetan. Of Prajnaparamita." Noticing his still blank look, she smiled. "Of Wisdom, Transcendent Wisdom."
"Sister Agnes gave it to me. Said I should repeat it a lot."
"Amazing woman, that Agnes," said Augusta. "Look - the wild turkeys are out." She pointed to birds the size of dogs who were walking through the edge of the tree cover.
She went on, "If Agnes said to do that practice, I would say she knows what she is doing. She has been a spiritual director for a long, long time."
Shalgry nodded. OK, Om Ah Dhih Hum, Svaha. Yes, Sister Agnes was an amazing woman, giving him a pagan prayer and sending him to a sort-of Buddhist teacher who taught some people 'the desire and love path.'
"Yes, she has been, and she is remarkable," he agreed. Om Ah Dhih Hum indeed. They watched the big wild birds feeding among the acorns in an agreeable silence.
Shalgry and Augusta returned inside. His sense of the afternoon was blurred, as the vision of someone learning to see can be blurred. He remembered hands-on work from the bodyworkers in the group. It felt as if they were passing energies back and forth within him, and he were a green-felted pool table on which multicolored balls were moved by skillful players.
Whatever this woman did was indeed demanding. His body responded to the offers of naps with gratitude. Though he tried to remember and notice the exchanges of energy with his partners, he found himself simply sleeping and trying to assimilate what was happening.
Chapter 18
Marta and Shalgry returned to San Francisco with all sorts of questions hanging in the air around them.
"You know," he said, "eventually you are going to ask me what I thought."
Marta sighed. "I am, Matthew. So, tell me, what did you think?"
"I find her extraordinary. For one thing, the exercises she teaches have an effect. Right away. At least they did on me."
"Tell me more?"
"It was like what I said in the group," Shalgry responded. "It felt good. Marta, you know how much I have gone through with this involuntary feeling stuff. In about a minute she made it happen again, but it felt good!" He shook his head. "You felt good. Rowan felt good. Feeling both of you felt good. Don't tell the archdiocese about this energy stuff, OK? It would mean my job."
"Matthew, they already took your job."
He looked at Marta. "How does she do this?"
Marta shrugged, keeping her eyes on the narrow back-county road. "I don't know. Or maybe I know part of it. You notice how she is always saying 'rest'? I have found that she works very hard to avoid pushing people too far. If an experience is stressful, she has people do just a little of it and then stop. Rest. Nap."
Shalgry laughed. "'Nap.' Right. That's when the most energy of all flowed, right? How could anybody sleep in that."
Marta raised an eyebrow. "I heard you breathing pretty deep."
"Yeah, well, I was tired." Shalgry paused and then admitted, "I felt safe, I guess. Surrounded by two attractive women, going through the very experience that has spooked me for years, and I felt safe."
"That is because both the women were fragrant homosexuals..."
Shalgry was too far gone in his thoughts to rise to the bait. "You smell pretty good, I guess."
He looked at Marta again. "Where did you meet this woman?"
"Augusta, you mean?" Shalgry bobbed his head.
"After the love of my life left me, I needed a therapist. She was doing therapy in San Francisco then. I heard about her through the 'nundeground.' I went. She made me breathe again, and then feel again. I decided since I was feeling things, it must be love. I tried to seduce her. She declined in the most gracious way, making me feel as if she were very flattered but just couldn't because her dance-card was full, but if ever she had an opening to shag a woman I would be first on her list. I was terribly embarrassed. A few weeks later when she invited me to join one of her groups I was surprised, and honored, and of course I said yes. The rest is history. Herstory."
Shalgry realized he had just heard more self-revelation all at once than he had ever before from Marta. "Wow" was all he could think to say. Even to him it seemed lame, so he carried on, "Is this Buddhism?"
"She's doing a hybrid of her own, western energy work and bodywork and such with Tibetan Buddhism. I hear some lamas have encouraged her and are glad to have her at their monasteries. But it is not your standard-sit-and-watch-your-breath stuff."
They watched the open hillsides of Northern California roll by. "I'll say," said Shalgry.
Shalgry found the city a bit of a shock. The thoughts and feelings of San Francisco struck him, an unexpected wave at a beach. He wondered if he had allowed too much opening at the wine country class.
But then as an experiment, he tried resting. He became a tall stone in the surf. He went out for a walk, and after that a bus-ride into the Richmond. The feelings beat around him, loud. Then the feeling-flow would pull back like the surf itself, and there would be moments of peace. He had never noticed the moments of peace before. They were there, though. He felt, as always, the intense and tonal sounds of the Chinese neighborhoods and the subtle thoughts and feelings of relationship and survival that underlay it. It was like a carpet with a dense pile on top of it. But now, he could discern the individual threads of the carpet. And that there were spaces between them.
He could feel that this unspeaking grandfather was fundamentally content with his children and grandchildren and the family he had founded here in Gum San, the 'Gold Mountain' of California. And these feelings underlay everything he did, including going from blue recycling bin to blue recycling bin, retrieving salable cans and bottles. An old man, he could do this and still contribute to his family. There was no shame in it. His pride glowed quietly, and Shalgry could feel it. It was as intense as his involuntary empathy had always been, but suffused with space-feelings it did not crowd and burn him.
Shalgry rode back to his Gough Street apartment. He made himself a cup of tea, strong Irish tea, and tried to withdraw into St. Teresa. But she was lost in her own delights and discoveries:
He produces this delight with the greatest peace and quiet and sweetness in the very interior part of ourselves ...
I was now thinking, while writing this, that the verse mentioned above, dilatasi cor meum, says the heart was expanded. I don't think the experience is something, as I say, that arises from the heart, but from another part still more interior, as from something deep. I think this must be the center of the soul..."
-- Interior Castle - IV:2, 4-5.
Was the good feeling that he felt in the hills the same peace and sweetness that Teresa had felt? He could not say. He only knew that he trusted it, even while reminding himself to be cautious. And that it had made him stronger, more able to be himself while being kind with others. "Thou hast made larger my heart" said the line from Psalms 119:32 that Teresa quotes. In the perfect tense. It is already done. Not a promise, not even the present. Already done.
You have stretched my heart, he thought. Om ah dhih hum soha.
Shalgry rested his hand on his heart, to feel if it seemed bigger. And so resting, he rested, fell into sleep and slept until morning, and awoke much rested. And rested more, the whole morning, with a book for company, wondering only if he could really have had this experience.
Chapter 19
A bit after one PM, he got a telephone call.
"Hello, Father."
"Hello..." Could it be? Did Sister Madeleine have sentries in the wine country, reporting to her by carrier-raptor?
"Good afternoon, Sister."
"Father, I was wondering if you have found any more about the matter that was set before you?" Sister Madeleine, consummate negotiator of hierarchy politics, would never say "That I set before you" or even "That we asked you to find out about." But the tone was clear - Sister Madeleine was the spark to this fire.
"Sister, I am investigating as rapidly as I can. When one is male, it is not easy to enter into the confidence of every nun. Outside of the sacrament of penance, they do not always share. I have been making inquiries. If I pull the line too soon, there will be no fish."
"Father, I am sure you are diligent." Irony dripped from the telephone. "But this is a matter of some urgency. This may be more than just sexual sin, though that is always with us. It may be truly heresy. Some of my informants suggest that it may be part of a movement of Sophians."
"Excuse me?" said the priest.
"People who believe God has a female person. Surely you have heard of this?"
Father Shalgry had an inkling, but little enough to answer with some truth, "Is this new?"
"The belief that the wisdom of God is part of the Trinity, or quaternity it would be if they had their way? No Father. It goes back to the Gnostics. Satan is not very creative. He is a great recycler."
Shalgry was silent. "Father?"
"Thank you, sister. I will include this in my investigations."
Shalgry knew that by such words he would move up a spot or two on Sister Madeleine's list, a list she planned to hand to God for the Last Judgment. Ah, Lord, protect us from your loyal pack of hounds.
But he did have a new lead, thanks to the good sister. He had an urge to find what Wisdom was among Christians.
An hour later he raised his eyes from the computer screen. The words of Proverbs 8, the Bible's praise of Wisdom, echoed in his mind:
“ For whoso is finding me, hath found life, And bringeth out good-will from Jehovah.”
He had had no idea that this was a live tradition in his own heritage. While he was in Google, he found that Buddhism, Judaism, Greek Paganism in antiquity, and the Orthodox churches in Christianity all had traditions of Wisdom.
He took the 71 bus to the west. He had a visit to make at the UC Hospital on the hill. And there was a bookstore there in the neighborhood that sold books for the Orthodox Christians, the branch of Christianity that had the most active Wisdom practice.
The flavor of the conversation with Sister Madeleine remained in his soul, like a bitter pill that one must let dissolve under the tongue. What was it about ideology that could make one so dark and cruel? It was fashionable among some of his friends to say "those Catholics" or "those Christians" - always with a "present company excepted, of course, Matthew." But he knew that this dark harsh judgmentalism was a wider and deeper characteristic of humans. He had seen it in the shining eyes of revolutionaries, what we will do to "them" when "we" have won. He had seen it in his own politics, despising those who disagreed with him as being somehow inherently evil. Like Sister Madeleine.
He laughed to himself. Exactly like Sister Madeleine.
He entered Moffatt Hospital with dread. This was a visit to a friend who would not recover. One of the people who knew him as a parish priest was spending his last days receiving some of the best medical care on the planet.
He took the elevator to the floor, and asked for Ronald Choy. He was directed to a spacious, beautiful room with a view out across San Francisco. Mr. Choy, dying of a cancer that was in so many places he could not get and did not want treatment for it, lay in his bed with members of his family around him.
He greeted the family. "Father Shalgry, thank you for coming. It is very kind of you." He could feel the susurrus of their distress and stress. Some of the family were Catholic, he knew. Some were traditional Chinese, bringing to the New World the melange of religions that most people in China's history had practiced. Ronald Choy had been born in the US, but just barely. Cantonese had been his only language until he went to public school. His family had been Catholic in China, so they had gathered into the Chinese Catholic community around St. Mary's Church.
At Mass you hear the California Street cable car climbing the hill. The first Cantonese who had come to San Francisco called those cable cars Ding-Dong-Ché. The newest Hong Kong immigrants looked down on this country Toisan language, but these had been the pioneers, who had made a place for their people in the new world, some of the earliest San Franciscans. Now Ronald Choy was laying that burden down.
He turned toward the bed and sat down beside Mr. Choy. The dying man was sleeping, it seemed. Father Shalgry took out his new rosary, partly to pray, and partly to create a zone of privacy for him and the man he was beside. He leaned over his beads.
The people around him wept, some with conventional grief. It was not hypocrisy so much as politeness - to mourn with those who mourn. He could feel them reaching into other griefs in their own lives, to bring tears here.
He could not tell what stories they reached for, and was grateful. Feelings he had to perceive, even masked a bit; to know the reasons too would be more than he could bear, more than any drug could mute.
Some were weeping because they would miss him, he guessed. He could feel them reaching out to Mr Choy, as if their grief would keep him from leaving. And some were weeping because Ronald Choy was suffering.
Father Shalgry could feel the pulse of morphine-masked pain coming out of Choy's belly. And Choy's gratitude rode on that pulse. So many people in pain feel that gratitude, gratitude for the drugs, gratitude for the liquids that muted this agony. It made sense to Shalgry. Be grateful for concrete mercies; they are so real. Om ah dhih hum soha. So real.
He found that something he had learned from Augusta was with him now, below consciousness, protecting him. As each wave of emotion came to him, and each wave of pain rose and crested over him, his mind asked, "Is this mine?" No. The answer came again and again - no, this was not his grief, not his losing-grief, nor his sympathy-grief, nor his keeping-company-by-remembering-another-grief grief. Even the throb of suppressed cancer pain in front of him was not his.
He supposed that this insight could make him cold - "Not my problem." He did not feel that way. Instead, because he was not drowning in the grief and pain, he had some discernment, separation, and that gave him the resource to bring a kind of great background compassion.
Was that his? No, my God, it wasn't his either. It was coming anonymously, generously, but the flavor was unmistakable. Was this Jesus, the one who said He would walk right beside us. Could it be? It certainly felt like a compassion he had met. There was a sense of a finger raising to lips, a halfsmile and a message of common-sense, no Common-Sense, "Don't say anything," and then more compassion as if it were precipitating out of the air. Stunned, Shalgry reached out for Mr Choy's spotted hand. He just held the old man's hand with one hand and with the other, told his beads. "Hail Mary's” mixed with the mantra from Sister Agnes.
Something seemed to just move his thinking aside, as if someone was saying, 'Later, think later.' And instead he was just to hold this old man's hand.
He found he really had stepped aside. The compassion and the almost humorous realism just went on doing what they were doing, and he was sitting there and doing... nothing. Just holding the man's hand.
He heard a sigh and looked up. Ronald Choy was looking at him. "Hello, Father," he said. Glancing at his hand, aged and small in the priest's hand, he laughed a little. "Never knew you cared, Father."
"Never too late to confess my love, Ronald," said Shalgry. And he did not let go. There was a sense of something opening in Ronald's pain. All the discomfort, the agony, was still there. But the agonies were separated by a space, and that space seems to be aflood with a gold light. And in that Golden River Mr. Choy floated, and was having some peace.
The family had grown quiet. It seemed that whatever was flowing through the room had touched them too. A healer he had known among the Spiritualists had said there was a "splash zone." Yes, that was it. They were soaking in the splash from this compassion. "Father," said Choy. "Who are they?" He was looking up, above the heads of his family. Shalgry turned and looked up as well. There, circulating above the family, were what seemed to be others who had come for the splash zone. Invisible, almost, like heatwaves but in a vortex. A sense of hunger satisfied emanated from them.
Ah, thought Shalgry. The unfinished ones. The ones who still want something. "Father," asked Choy, "are those the hungry ghosts?" If so, they were not so hungry right now.
The old man's voice was weakening, but he seemed to be in no pain. "I must rest a little, Father. But I feel much better, since you have come. And it seems they do too." His family thought he was nodding at them, and smiled. Father Shalgry knew he was looking above them. So. May the light feed them too, may they be satisfied always and live in plentiful light, if light it is that feeds them.
He looked back at Choy, and found that he was sleeping. Patting his hand once, Shalgry stood. He went towards the family, quietly saying his good-byes, receiving thanks. Everyone was sitting in the remnants of the peace that had come into the room, and so was he.
He rose and walked out onto Parnassus Street and turned left to walk towards the West. He spent an hour in a coffee shop, just looking at the passersby. He went home, having never visited the bookstore.
Chapter 20
Ronald Choy died later that day. His family said that he had been at peace, and they seemed to have no awareness of anything happening that last day except "Father Shalgry came, and it seemed to help Uncle a lot." Shalgry was glad that that was all they had to say. He had seen what happened to anyone who got a reputation for wonderworking. They became stars, and they had no peace. And he was stunningly clear that whatever happened in the hospital, it was not he that had done it. He had been a witness.
He did find that the moment had given him some sense of reality to all the stories of miracles he had heard and taught all these years. What had happened, although it did not heal Ronald Choy's body, seemed to have healed his suffering. Shalgry had a great trust for anything that gives a person a sense of humor, and Choy had had that at the end.
And the apparitions, what Choy had called "the hungry ghosts"? And not only these famished beings. Shalgry found that now, when he entered any space at all, he could sense a presence there. It seemed to be ... ah, what would be the word?
He didn't have the language, so he spent a lot of time looking things up in Google. He found that "hungry ghosts" was a term in Buddhist for beings who were always desperately longing and could not accept satisfaction. It had come to enfold, in folk religion, all those who died with unfinished business. But these other presences were different. It was Marta who gave him a name for the presences.
"Matthew," she said across the bar at the Pink Triangle, "they sound like place spirits. All kinds of peoples have them. Do you sense one here, Matthew?"
He extended a sense for which he also had no name. He looked down at the bar, and pointed up and then near a corner.
"What's it like?"
"It is just a presence. It feels like... I don't know .. like the 'vibe' of the place. Except it has a sort of personality. As if all the qualities of a place were gathered into a being, and that being lived there, and you could speak with it. It's like a ..."
"Genius Loci," Marta interrupted. "That's what they called it. The Romans."
"Yes," Shalgry nodded. "That is what it is."
"Do you mind?" he asked her. Without waiting for a clear answer, he poured beer out on the floor. "Drink, happy spirit," he said, holding the half empty glass in both hands. He looked into Marta's startled face, half smiled and half frowned. He looked down at his hands. "What is it Marta? What has happened to me. Ever since I went up to see your teacher..."
"Augusta?"
"Yes, Augusta. Ever since I went to see her, my life has gotten even stranger. Did I tell you what happened at the hospital?
"At General?"
"No, UCSF. I went to see a parishioner who was there, who was dying there. Ronald Choy. And it was as if all this light and kindness came into the room. And whoever it was signed for me to say nothing." He paused. "I hope it's OK to tell you. I need to ask someone. Ronald felt a lot better, and his family say he had a good death. And there were presences there, too, as if they were hungry. Not big evil or anything, just hungry. And they also felt better."
Marta was quiet for a few moments. "Want to go see Augusta this weekend? She has another group."
Shalgry thought like a man at a splitting of the road, considering both branches. "Yes," he said. "I think I would like to."
"And you could ask her."
"I would like that too."
That night he had a dream, of being beside a great field which no one was farming. Because perhaps of the angle of the sun, he saw a glint in it. He walked into the field. Where he had seen the glint, he found that weather and wind had almost excavated a chest. In the chest, he found gold. Old gold, stamped in coins whose language he did not recognize, but he knew that it was very ancient.
He knew the people whose land this was. He knew they were wastrels, and would have the chest taken away and burned as ancient heathenry. So he went to his home, and gathered all his own possessions, and sold them. With the pittance that gave him, he bought that unplowed field and took the treasure at night to his own house. This far, he recognized even in his sleep that it was a Bible story, one in which Jesus said "The Kingdom of Heaven is like this..." in Matthew 13:44
Then suddenly the dream changed, and he was not the man beside the field, but Joseph interpreting the Pharaoh's dream of the seven lean cattle. He knew then that it was essential to put aside for desperate times to come, and somehow the two dreams fused. He knew he was putting this treasure aside for a future when it would be survival. He knew no more than that. Putting it aside for his people, and others.
He woke, sweating, feeling the dirt under his fingernails. "Please, Jesus," he prayed. "Please lend me your wisdom." Somehow he knew that in those words he had said the whole matter, but did not know how and he fell back into a sleep that was dreamless.
Chapter 21
The trip to the wine country was silent, but not quiet. It was full of unspoken questions, that neither Marta nor Shalgry knew how to phrase. When they pulled into Augusta's compound, and had been greeted by the lumbering hugeness of Nobly Born, they got out of the car with few words.
"Hello, Augusta," Marta said. "Hello, Marta," Augusta responded. "Is Matthew all right? He looks like a character out of Dickens."
"More gruel?" asked Marta.
"I was thinking Christmas Future," Augusta replied.
"He's been having ... experiences."
Augusta saw to the putting away of food. The other students had not arrived. She took the time to invite Shalgry to walk with her "to give the dog his exercise." They went slowly, at the pace of a huge old hound, towards the vineyards above Augusta's property. "Marta says you have been having some 'experiences'?"
Matthew told her of his visit to the hospital. And of his dream. And of his feeling that his world and his heart were being shaken apart.
"The Buddhists talk about Wisdom a lot," she said. "And there is a famous short text they call the Sutra of the Heart of Transcendent Wisdom. It gets translated many ways, using the word 'emptiness' a lot. I think that is a ghastly translation. I think the right word is 'openness.'" She looked up at Shalgry's face, and saw mystification there. "It says that a being who had sworn kindness and service until every last being was saved, went deep into Wisdom. It's quite sexual, in fact, that line." She smiled at Shalgry, and he wondered not for the first time about her story, how she had come to this place. She went on, "And what he found was that all the elements of experience and the world are open. It doesn't show, in our Western minds, because we don't realize that he is going through a list of all the atoms of the Buddhist worldview, all the structural elements of Buddhist Philosophy, and at each one, he says, ‘This one is open too.’ Openness means something like not-fixed. Not trapped, even by its own identity. Think of that - not to be trapped by our own character." She looked off into the distance.
"Matthew, I know you are a man who likes to keep his vows. That can be very good, but - forgive me - it can make a person a bit rigid, sometimes. I have some sense of where your course is taking you. I am willing to keep you company. But I really do not want to watch another person shake apart, bashing himself against his vows."
He saw a bit the depths of her thinking about her students. She spends a whole lot of attention on people, doesn't she? If she does this for each person, and they live all around the world - in Europe, Australia, North America - and they are always calling her, does the woman ever sleep?
"If I let you go forward with us, will you be willing to take one additional vow?" She watched him, and he realized she was willing for him to go either way on this. "That would be, always to respond to tightness by turning towards openness. I will show you ways. I have some. But this would be a very serious vow, and it would apply to everything that happens in our practices. Everything in your life, if you can do it. And that includes, especially includes, when you meet these other beings."
"May I pray about this a bit, Augusta, before I make any promises?" he asked. Then he realized how strange this must sound to a Buddhist psychologist standing in the middle of the wine country.
"I think, Matthew," she replied, "that that would be an excellent idea."
And he did, going for a walk in the morning countryside. Jesus, his Friend with the accent, seemed willing to leave it to him with sort of a "Matthew, do what you want for once..." So lost was he in his prayers, that he did not even realize that he was missing his morning session...
He reentered the kitchen. Augusta was there, taking lamb-ribs from the oven, and the kitchen was redolent with them.
"OK," he said.
"'Practice even when pained,' one of our people said. You'll be agreeing to that?"
He looked at her from under dark lowered brows. "I know about vows."
She stood looking at him, pan in hand. "Yes, I imagine you do." She set the pan down and removed the oven mitt from her hand. "Lamb, then?"
After lunch Augusta gathered the students again. "I'd like to go through the basics a bit. So..." she stood.
"The point is pulsation. If you cannot remember anything else, remember pulsation. The body loves pulsation, it lives and changes by pulsation. Little pulsations, like humming. Middle-sized pulsation by breathing. Pulsation that is bigger, like this," and she began to jiggle up and down. The other students imitated her, and Shalgry had the feeling he was entering a long path. Going to be an odd one, sometimes, he thought as he watched the middle-aged people around him jiggling like kindergarteners. Wonder what Saint Benedict would think?
He took on the practices in just that way, like a novice in an order. Practice after practice was body-based; Augusta spoke of 'the body as awakeness,' rather than speaking of the awake mind.
He jiggled. He learned to yawn because they yawned, and came to like it - they said it moved some of the cerebrospinal fluids in a particularly good way, while a week earlier he'd not known he had any - and then found himself yawning outside of the group and people would ask if they were boring him. He swung his arms back and forth, and then side to side around his body like a tetherball, exercises Augusta said had come from Qi Gong.
"Rest down and come into alignment," Augusta said. 'Rest down,' he thought. Lord, woman, I am an Irish Catholic trained by Port Royal nuns, and you want me to rest down? And he essayed to do so.
A noisy breathing exercise called Ocean Breath was his favorite. It was just in and out, but deliberately slightly rough so it could be heard, and paired with the thought of the surf advancing and falling along the seashore. It came to be the place where his Catholicism and this serious paganism met and kept company, and not so much reconciled as found no cause for quarreling.
Augusta invited him to lead a practice that was based in the mantra AH, the "seed-syllable" she said of Wisdom. If he had forgotten sometimes why he was here, she had not. The practice was to repeat the syllable again and again, softly but aloud. One was to be aware of the syllable. Then one was to rest in it as if in a concert hall or in ocean full of it. Then was to simply be it. He found he could be aware of it, and then in it, and even flickeringly as it. Finally one was to rest as AH in AH, drop in current, stream into sea. His priest's voice carried him.
He realized that some time in this day he went from being a visitor to being a practitioner. Whatever he was learning, he had become part of it by taking this one vow. The afternoon practices were no longer those of another people, as the seances of the Spiritualists had always remained. He was now a member.
At home at his tiny home altar, he consecrated the flat hosts and paused, not with any doctrine in the matter but with this new habit he had acquired among the vines, and rested into his God in his hands, this tiny bread that soon he would take into himself, this Infinite Roaring Light at the beginning of time and space that soon he would take into himself, rested with his God in his hands, and breathed.
Chapter 22
The wet winter of Northern California arc'ed around and it started to be spring. Sister Madeleine sent him two harassing emails, which he answered evasively. But one request he did accept was that he come see Archbishop Buchanan. He entered the archiepiscopal offices and sat in the same waiting room. He watched the receptionist type with sympathy first, before he noticed that she was earning her way in the world and really needed no sympathy.
"Matthew." The Archbishop was in the doorway. "Come in."
Shalgry's eyes widened. The trim Archbishop was now gaunt. He was not resting in his own life as he always had, but holding himself together with determination. "Sir..." he began.
"Come in, Matthew." The Archbishop waved him to a chair, and then sat as well. "Yes. You see I am not entirely well here."
"I... I will pray for you, Archbishop."
"That would be good," answered the Archbishop wryly. "I notice I have heard nothing from you since we spoke last. Have you found anything about the nuns and their practice?"
Ah, so the Archbishop did know it was a practice.
"Sister Madeleine has been asking. And as I have told her, I do not have a clear answer yet."
Buchanan studied him across the massive desk. Matthew was suddenly aware that no desk, no matter how big, keeps feebleness and sickness away. "Sister Madeleine, yes. Zeal in service of the Lord. I am sure the Lord is gratified." The Archbishop stared up, at a picture that Matthew could not see. "You are looking well, Matthew. Not so solitary and ascetic, not so much a hermit in the midst of the marketplace as you seemed before, even at the parish. Is your book selling well?" Matthew, surprised, nodded. "A few copies now and then. The Church's censure helped." Why had he said that, he wondered. But the Archbishop laughed, softly. "So, no answer yet. Do keep looking, find what you can find. Find the best truth you can, as I know you always do." Buchanan was looking at his own hands. "It would be nice to get me a report soon, if possible. But Matthew," he looked up at the priest and his eyes were not unreadable but complex. My God, Shalgry realized, the man is catholic with a small “c” - open to the universe. "Matthew, that report is for me. For me only. Do I have your agreement on that?"
"Yes sir. Yes."
"Thank you. You have my blessing as you do this, you know?"
Shalgry found his vision blurring. His eyes burned. "May I?"
The Archbishop nodded again, and Shalgry knelt before him. Without rising, Buchanan blessed him, resting his hand on the priest's head for a moment. "Go," he said. "Do good. Live well."
Shalgry stayed a moment with his head bowed, then stood. He said, "Thank you" in a soft, caught voice, nodded himself, and then went out the door. The Archbishop did not rise.
Shalgry found he had come across the street to Saint Mary's Cathedral. Huge, well lit, with its strange cap that people called 'the washing machine.' He had heard Thomas Tallis sung here once, with the chorus scattered around the pews. The eight part music rising from sudden unexpected places reminded him of the Church, the very history of the Church. He opened his heart and he invited Jesus to come in and sit in the adobe-walled sunlit garden with the flowers climbing the wall that seemed to be his heart today. "Please take care of Buchanan, Jesus,” he said. “I think he is sick, very sick."
"He is, Matthew. I'll be with him. He likes me, Matthew. It'll be easy."
Shalgry was silent in the Sonlight and then his heart swelled again and he said, "Please, all of us. It's lonely sometimes. And ... Sister Madeleine too?"
"Of course, Matthew. Of course." The two of them sat, watching the sunlight stream down through the skylights, and the sanctuary lamp red in the distance. Shalgry could hear his own breath. "Thank you."
"You're welcome. I like what you are, Matthew, and I like you as you change."
For the second time in a day, Shalgry found himself so moved he could not speak. "Thank you," he said, half choking. What had become of him, his heart cracking like this?
He sought Marta out at her Valencia Street apartment. They talked for a while of Augusta's teachings, and gossiped about the members of the group. Such a tiny group, so much going on! Then Shalgry spoke what had brought him. "I think that Buchanan is really not well. And I feel somehow that the sisters will never find another man in the hierarchy as sympathetic as he is." Marta said nothing, but Shalgry suspected she agreed. "I was wondering if Sister Agnes might want to speed up the revelation process a bit?"
Marta said not much more. A few days later, though, as he returned from his rounds at General Hospital, Shalgry received a call from her. "Want to visit a mutual friend, Matthew?" He had agreed, and in a few minutes they were driving through tree-lined streets, looking out on rainy pavement and heading for the convent.
Sister Agnes greeted them warmly and offered them the smoky tea that Shalgry had come to associate with the surreptitious convent. She listened. "Father, I agree with you. Buchanan might well be our friend." She took a drink of tea. "But the sisters and you have made an agreement that I think we would be wise to keep. You chose to know what we are doing by experience, not by words and concepts and explanations. Some of us doubted it would work. But Augusta thinks you are coming along," her smile ameliorated the condescension the words might have carried "and one thing ripening can't be is rushed, you know? Even if one wishes."
Shalgry called Augusta. "Is there any way I can speed this up?" he asked. "It may be too late to report to a sympathetic person, soon."
Augusta might have been speaking to Sister Agnes, he thought, as she replied. "Matthew, what we are changing here is our bodies. Our bodies and their awarenesses. If we change them too fast, it hurts. It does damage. That is why the sadhus and the yogis up in the Himalaya get sick so often. They are changing as fast as they can, and their bodies suffer for it."
Shalgry thought for a moment. "Speed it up just a little, maybe, Augusta?"
There was a silence for a moment. "Is there any chance you might attend the retreat this spring, Matthew?" He had known that the American students gathered once a year for a retreat, with visitors sometimes from Europe and Australia. “The topic might interest you – it is how our practices can benefit other beings. It could speed it up, as you say, quite a little.”
"Let me see if I can get someone to cover my hospital work for - is it a week?" he answered.
"Seven days, yes."
"Let me see if I can. I would like to."
Shalgry called the Archdiocese and left a message for the Archbishop that his research would take him out of town for a week and might someone else be asked to cover his rounds. Then he called the Pink Triangle.
"You going to be at Augusta's retreat, Ms. Marta?"
"Wouldn't miss it, Matthew. You too?"
"Looks like. Pray for me?"
"You betcha, father."
With the sense of someone getting on a roller-coaster for the first time, Shalgry went about his duties in San Francisco. A message came from the Archdiocese that his rounds were covered. A message from Sister Madeleine flogging him towards greater diligence. A message from Marta offering a ride to the retreat.
He packed, for the first time in years leaving all his clericals at home. He took only his Mass kit. Someone looking at it would think it a briefcase or a laptop. He was on the curbside when Marta pulled up.
"Hello Sailor," she said out the window. "New in town?"
"I am, as it happens," He tossed his bag in the back seat. "Is it true what they say about redheads in San Francisco?"
"Every word of it, and worth every penny." She turned into traffic. "We need to stop by the flower market. Augusta likes flowers, and we are on pickup."
"How are your pills holding out, Matthew?" "You know," he responded, "I thought I would see how I do without them." Marta looked at him. "You'll be among friends," was all she said.
Chapter 23
*** The First Sunday
It is so lonely, my Love. They gave me a ring,
they told me I was married to the most lovely Man
ever born of woman, a child of sinless woman and
perfect Father, and then they said that we were
never in this world to touch. But how, Love?
How could I believe that? How could I think that You,
the Master of Kindness, would not come to me
in Spirit?
But You are not just spirit, not even Holy Spirit.
You are flesh. You give us Your flesh to eat,
and command us to eat it. How could I think
that You would not come to Your bride?
Oh my Prince, it is Your touch
that moves me in my heart
the draws my heart to my skin
that makes me open to You.
-- From "The Love of Christ by Sister Clare"
They followed the coast several hours, until finally they turned off the Pacific highway onto a dirt road. It led to Raven Cry, a retreat center that looked out from a cliff. Shalgry gazed out over the wide ocean, to the distant fogbanks that were holding off the coast. He had at once a huge sense of depth and a leaping in his heart. The roller coaster ride was beginning.
"You there, Lord?"
"Yep. Fear not, kid."
He sighed into the openness. He spoke aloud:
"It is beautiful here."
"Beauty everywhere," agreed Marta, ogling a woman in the Country Lesbian uniform who walked by with a guitar. Matthew followed her eyes, and laughed.
Augusta was unloading her truck, and he offered her a hand to get installed in her small, private space. She thanked him and then, as he was leaving, said, "Father..."
He turned to her. "Remember," she went on, "Pulse towards openness. It is your vow."
He smiled at her, a bit nervous because it was as if she were girding him for battle. "Right," he said.
She smiled back at him. "And also remember, rest down. At least once this week." And she turned to place on the shelf her mix of texts, videos, and the grim fiction she favored.
The retreat began with business and schedules. When would there be meals and sessions. What time meditation began in the morning. Who would bring Augusta meals in her cabin.
“This week,” said Augusta, “will be about a special question. How do our practices benefit other beings? We already know they often feel good. Energy moves in us, space opens up. Our organism likes those things. Is there more? Are we just indulging ourselves with remarkable tantric pleasures, or can we harness those to help our fellow beings.
“As usual,” she went on with humor in her voice, “our retreat is not a lecture program. It is a laboratory. So get your white coats, be kind to yourselves and others, and let us begin.”
Soon after the first session began he had his first shock. It was not in an exercise, but in what he had started to call the "alleged naps." A woman, Kyra, whom he had met only at the retreat did the exercise with him and then lay down beside him. And it seemed that the boundary between them dissolved. They simply became one sea, and the waters that made up their energies washed back and forth between them.
Shalgry was shaken and moved at the same time. He did not know enough language to say much, except "What was that?" Kyra seemed not at all mystified. She seemed almost blasé about it, so Shalgry tried to rest down. And as he did so, he was able to discern that this experience, though very deeply intimate, was not primarily erotic. What it was, and he could find no other word but the out-of-fashion jargon for it, was "sharing." It was like sharing his experiential space, when ordinarily he only tasted that of others. It was his first experience of mutual... touching? tasting? at this depth. And of this deep flow.
He began to recover his aplomb, and carefully changed partners each exercise. Even here, he found that most people did not seem to feel the flow. In Shalgry's mind, the naps that followed the exercises were an excuse to lay down beside new people, to find who did and who did not exchange this energy. He noticed that the spooning took place only in the exercise room, only with a large group around. It was, he realized, as completely chaperoned as a Catholic Youth Organization dance.
The exercises began to be about "Wisdom Beings." This seemed to be Augusta Karlsdottir's way of naming the many gods and goddesses of the Buddhist realm. They were not gods, he learned. Instead they were like superheroes: human beings who had achieved freedom from conditioning and this world and who nevertheless returned to help others. The resemblance to saints so stunned him that he called them that in his mind: Santa Tara la Blanca, who had white skin and seemed a middle-aged woman sitting in a yogic posture. Santa Tara Verde, who was young and bright green - she was lowering her leg to take action to help others. Fierce three-eyed Saint Diamond Hanging Belly, surfing on his tiger. Mmm, his kind of fellow - there should be more fat saints. Also among these wisdom beings, mixed in without much distinction, were Augusta's human teachers. Some were alive and some recently dead, but their pictures were everywhere.
One exercise was to become aware of them as energy fields and then to sit in the middle of them. Shalgry had to admit he had not yet mastered this skill, but he and the other students spent the afternoon attempting it. It felt like calisthenics, loosening up for the work to come.
Dinner followed, and the introductions, and again no one seemed overly interested in his priesthood except the lesbian country music singer whom everybody called Tex. She went out of her way to offer him a beer. That was, he knew, a sure sign she had had a hard Catholic childhood. Strange how some people turn their suffering into suffering for others, and some turn it into kindness. He caught her eye and saluted her with the bottle she had given him before drinking deeply.
Chapter 24
*** Monday
In the morning of the second day he tried again to have some sense of the presence of these Wisdom Beings. He had some luck with – Ha! no surprise here – Yum Chen Mo, the Tibetan name for the Wisdom Goddess. Also with Saint Jude. Sitting in the middle of Saint Jude offended his Thomist philosophical training, but not for some reason his religious sense. He found the Saint had a sense of humor, maybe from his specialization in impossible cases.
After lunch he was still trying to remember all the names, and he made it a point to reintroduce himself to several. He was making the rounds trying to make up mnemonics for names when Augusta announced another exercise, in threes. He turned to Angelica, whom he already knew from exercises at Augusta's house, and she agreed to join him.
Searching for a third he found himself looking into the eyes of a woman with a waist-length thick braid of obsidian hair and skin that truly was the color of milk mixed with black coffee. She was not wearing a sari, but India radiated from her. She seemed to be what another era would have called Eurasian, aristocratic in a soft wool sweater and a long silk scarf.
"Hello," he said. "I am Matthew Shalgry. Would you join us?" She nodded and as they sat down she said, "What an unusual name." Her accent was completely American. "It is...?"
"Irish," he responded. "It is Irish for 'hunter'. Sealgaire in the original, pronounced 'SHAWL-guh-ruh' I am told, but it got anglicized"
He stopped, thinking he had gone on too long. "Ah," she said, "As 'Chasse' and 'chasseur' became "Chase" in New England."
"And you are...?" he asked, but Augusta rang her tiny Tibetan cymbals and talking ceased. They turned their attention to the front of the room. "This afternoon we will use the sense we got of Wisdom Beings to do some distant work," she began. "For us, time and space are very real. Maybe that is how we make our small minds, by localizing ourselves in time and space. But it is simply not necessary.
"Wisdom beings," she went on "have perhaps the opposite problem. They really pay very little attention to time and space at all. Our experience is that if you want them to do something here and now, you have to point it out. So, we make a good partnership. Today we will sit in threes, facing each other. Sit inside your favorite Wisdom Being. Let those presences overlap in the space in front of you. A little Red Tara, a little Chenrezig, maybe some Vajrayogini. And in that overlap, put the people you know who need help. Don't try to do anything except bring them and put them there. Let them soak in the wisdom presence, and you do not need to do anything. Difficult as that is."
Someone said, "Can't we do something?" There was a laughter in the room. It was easy laughter. The room was comfortable; people were getting to know each other, for the first time or once again; and the group was gelling.
"Sure," replied Augusta. "Rest down and come into alignment. If you have to do something, just name the people you want to bring. If you want, you can also name the wisdom being you have chosen. If you want."
Shalgry faced his partners and began to settle down. His first inclination, from sheer cussedness, was to bring St. Jude. But as he settled, he felt the soft presence he associated more and more with the Buddhist Wisdom Goddess. "Kuan Yin," said Angelica. "That is Chenrezig in female form." Talk about a lack of obsession with form. "Pra.. Praj...” he began. “You know, Sophia. The wisdom goddess." The Indian woman looked at him quizzically, then nodded. "White Tara," she said. Shalgry got it - her accent was Boston.
The voices from around the room began to murmur, as people brought those in need into the triangles that had formed. The room was crowded. Shalgry and his partners edged forward until their knees touched and still leaned forward to be able to hear each other. "Albert Buchanan," said Shalgry, surprising himself. "My boss. " "Ah," said Angelica, "Mr Buchanan." She looked at him, "Archbishop," responded Shalgry. "He has been sick." He didn't say, he is the reason I am here, with these interesting but very unusual people, in this beautiful Raven Cry place, doing practices that would horrify oh just for instance Sister Madeleine. "My husband's father, Isaac," said the woman in cashmere. So, she was married. Why did he care if she was married? He was married, too, to a very jealous Church who lived in Rome. They went around the circle many times, naming people to soak in Wisdom Presence. Long pauses came between the names. It was one of the longest exercises he could remember.
He would have gotten away, he later thought, if Augusta had not said a moment later, "Nap." Angelica settled at the edge of one of the scattered sheepskins, and he lay down behind her and put his arm over her waist. She was warm, like a puppy. Angelica was the kind of person who would take that as a compliment, and Shalgry liked that about her.
He could feel, and had to admit he tried not to feel, their other partner lie down behind him. She pressed herself close to him and placed her arm over his waist. Then she rested her hand over his heart, and his world ended.
First he felt a warmth, as he had in napping with others. But the warmth did not cease building. It continued to flow into him from behind, until he felt like a long disused volcanic tunnel suddenly filled with lava. The heat spread throughout him. Each of his cells turned to welcome it, so many sunflowers opening to welcome the sun. Welcome, yes; this was familiar as well as utterly new.
His body welcomed her presence. All the boundaries and rules of his priestly training slammed to the ground, kindling for the fire. He welcomed her presence; and his own energy responded, turning and entering hers, spreading through her and mixing and savoring every fire-flavor he could find. When you watch a fire you see many colors. So did he, but he tasted them in her with his whole self, and sought more.
How could he not love this woman?
It was not a question for him then. At that moment he simply responded to her touch. Later would come desire, and talk, and the love of voices. Later would come the touch of skin. Later would come aching jealousy, and the certainty that they could not possibly have been separated by anything because they had known each other thousands of years. Later. For now, he explored and felt her exploring him.
His body was too shocked even for an erection. Consummation had already happened. They were one self-exploring fire. And as he settled back against her, to all this he consented. He closed his eyes, and consented. If sin there is, it happens at the moment of consent. He consented. If karma is cut into the skin of the universe and ink shaken into it to tattoo the face of God, it is at the moment of consent. He consented, and reached a hand back to pull her against him. "What," she murmured, "what about your priesthood?"
"What about your husband?" he might have thought. He didn't. His body was too busy metabolizing fire into honey and storing it in every cell. It is a long time between lives, he might have thought. Supplies for the winter of death, he might have thought. But he didn't, melting in welcome of her. He might have thought, Old Friend! But he didn't, except that his body asked no password of this inflowing, recognizing it as long since welcome. Old business, he might have thought, and didn't.
He opened his eyes, his attention still entirely mixed with hers. He found himself looking at Augusta's feet. She was standing in front of him. His eyes tracked up to her face. She looked at him with equanimity, neither rebuking nor encouraging his sudden capitulation. "Breathe!" she said. Then with a half smile she turned to find how her other students were doing.
He realized he could clasp this moment to himself forever, growing stiffer and more wooden with every passing second day year. He breathed in, then out. Where the hell is that openness? Om Ah Dhih Hum Jesus Mary and Joseph Svaha. He could feel his hand on the ridge of the woman's hip, as if he had felt it every night for a thousand years. He shook his head a little, and breathed in and then out again. His heart grabbed at every molecule of air departing. Don't go, don't go!
He turned to see her moist-eyed behind him. So, it had not been just his experience. He managed a smile. "Have we met? I am Matthew..." She looked at him, the last moment of fire flowing through them, lava to the sea, to cool and be more of the volcanic island... "Sagesse, Sah-ZHESS," she said. "I am Sagesse Anandasagara." She smiled too, and he saw that smiles had made wrinkles about her eyes. Not her first smile. He was glad, and obscurely jealous. As the lava cools, deep cracks form that will someday shatter. But not yet. He laughed, caught in the irony of her name. "Sagesse? Really?" She nodded, and half laughed too. He burrowed back against her, to feel her warmth again. She pressed her face against his back, a moment of public intimacy, then settled back again just a bit. Already he ached for her, cellthirst.
He breathed. He did not want to, but he did.
Augusta spoke from the front of the room "Tea and pee," she said. "Back in 15 minutes." They each rose, not sure what to say, each glad to flee for a moment. How could this small outer world contain what had just happened, without crushing it to volcanic rubble?
He saw her shining black queue swinging over her back. How beautiful she was. How deeply in trouble he was.
As he came out he ran almost headlong into Marta. "Whoa, padre!" she said. Then "Oh, Matthew. Oh... Is it what I think?" He, with difficulty, brought his focus to her face. From the mixture of pity and envy in her eyes, he knew she knew exactly what had happened. Thank God for her, he thought. He dropped his head, then looked up again, "Uh, ah..." She took his arm. She led him out into the afternoon sunshine, descending through the pine trees and glinting off the sea so far below. "Matthew..." She saw his eyes looking past her, looked at the person he was looking at, looked back to his stricken glowing face. She whistled softly. "She is beautiful. I don't even know who she is, but she is beautiful. What is her name?"
"Wisdom," he said, so softly he could barely hear his own voice. Marta started to laugh, the sun reflecting off her red curls close about her head. Then she saw that he meant it. "Really," he said. "She said her name is 'Sagesse.' It's French for Wisdom." He closed his eyes and opened them again. "And an Indian last name I can't pronounce. She's married. She's from Boston, I think." Wrenched his eyes away from the back of Sagesse and back to Marta. "Ora pro me, soror." She nodded. "I will, Matthew. Rosaries-full." He managed a weak grin. "Any luck with the country singer?" Marta shook her head. "All the good ones are taken," she said. Yeah, he thought. "It seems you are, too," she added. Om ah dhih hum, he thought. Om Ah Dhih Hung, Svaha.
As the afternoon class ended, it seemed that Shalgry and Anandasagara could not avoid standing together at the long rail and looking west toward the sun arcing down toward the ocean. "Lovely name you have." How lame, he thought. She turned and looked at him. As she faced west again her arm touched his, and stayed there. The flow between them started again, soft, a hotspring percolating through the sulfur-y soil. "It is from my parents." He raised an eyebrow. "I mean," she went on, as if embarrassed. "of course it is. My father wanted to give me an Indian name that means the same, Dhiti," Shalgry was proud he did not start at this new connection. "My mother is French. She wanted a French name. They disagreed all the time - she could be so cold. My sister calls it 'The French and Indian Wars.' She said the children in America would make fun of a child with a name like 'Dhiti Anandasagara.' So they settled on 'Sagesse.' It means 'Wisdom.'" I know, thought Matthew, holding his breath. He started breathing again, with difficulty. "They thought American schoolchildren would be kinder to a Sagesse than to a Dhiti. They didn't know American schoolchildren very well, neither being from here..." She looked at him for a moment, her smile wonderful but the movement broke the contact between their arms. He leaned towards her. With a sigh, she leaned against him.
"I am married, Matthew." I know, he thought. I know. "And you - you are a Catholic priest, yes? That is what Angelica said."
"I am." In, then out, he breathed. He had promised. "That doesn't leave us much room, does it?" She shook her head with a rueful grin. She did not break the contact.
They looked westward together, watching the light from the sun gather, redden and then spread through the fading day. The sun touched the ocean. Matthew swore he could hear the hiss.
"We need to talk." He said, "Yes." They looked toward the end of the day and its spreading light. They did not break the contact; the underground exchange continued.
Augusta had a natural courtesy that drew like people to her. The other students perceived quickly that intense power connected the two of them, and they managed not to say anything to either of them, no mockery nor inquiry. They made space. When God began the universe, He made space, so the light would have room to run. It is no little skill, no little kindness. Shalgry and Anandasagara noticed it and were grateful, but in the background. For them there was only one foreground: Sagesse and Matthew. No one said it, but everyone knew.
The dark darkening after dinner, it was the time when such attractions crack open their seedpods and become affairs for good or ill. The two of them had sought a place 'where they could talk' and were seeking words. "It is so warm here," said Sagesse. "In Boston, the snow is on the ground. Maybe falling." She looked aside, but her body leaned toward him. They heard footsteps.
"Well, you two," said Augusta, without preamble. "Are you here to moon over each other?" Matthew realized his mouth was open. He glanced at Sagesse, she too was startled and her eyes wide. "Or are you here to practice?" She looked at them in the gloaming. Shalgry could swear her eyes glowed. "You can make a really sad story here, you know? You are both smart; you can make a story others will talk about for years. Songs. Poetry. Or..." she took a breath, seeming to draw her attention back to the present time. "Or you can practice."
Matthew found himself looking at Sagesse. He could feel his heart go out to her. He could feel her against him in the night. He could feel the long days together, the laughter, the dinners with friends, a life going to old age in this company, this loved company. She looked back at him with eyes that were utterly open and at the same moment he could feel her heart calculating as hearts do.
Suddenly he could feel beyond her-that-was-here. He could feel another man - oh, damn, why had he forgone his little white pills? - he could feel another man who loved her as a kettle loves stew, shaping his whole life to keep her warm and safe against the night. How could he not understand that man? They shared the same center in their life, how could he not understand? He could feel that man's hurt shattered jealousy, his heart gone to ashes, ashes in the February rains, running into Boston gutters. He could feel children that might have been, reaching for their mother, then vanishing.
And himself - he could feel himself growing confidently full of desire. And then the crazing of his vision as he grew jealous, too. She would have, after all, left one man... He could feel his mind tightening and wrapping tighter and tighter around her, a stranglevine... Was this love? Was this really love?
He looked at Sagesse. Her eyes that were so open and dark were now clouded, the fog having come in from the sea, and then filling with tears. She looked at him over tears that shone. "Perhaps," he began... "Practice, I think..." He looked at this woman he loved like dawn, who nodded a tiny nod and said, "To practice."
"Thank you." said Augusta, breathing out for the first time. Shalgry realized that severity was hard for her. "I am grateful. But I must warn you how hard it is. Do you know that?" Sagesse said, "I... we have some idea." "Very very hard," repeated Augusta. The two nodded.
"We have very little time," said Augusta. "It should take years to develop. But for this, we have only the five days remaining. We will train hard. You will be together much, and I strongly recommend you restrain yourselves from ... discharge. Be merciful," she looked at them both, "to the future, if you can. Oh, and people will be certain you are having an affair, and we cannot tell them what you are doing. They would not understand, and they would think they do. It would not be kind."
She left, with an invisible regal train sweeping behind her. That is one tough lady, though Shalgry. Then, Matthew again, he turned to Sagesse. "David," she said. "His name is David. Davidson, really, like the mountain in San Francisco. But he prefers David. My husband." Tears were now streaming down her face. "Do you have a kleenex?" she mouthed. "No," he said. "Let us go get one. And let us protect David." And a broken dam, water flowed from her. He put his arm around her. He had thought her shoulders wide, but they were narrow now.
"But what do we do now?" Sagesse asked. Then she laughed, "I was all ready to get in big trouble." Matthew nodded lugubriously and exaggeratedly. Then he laughed too, and soon their loud laughter echoed across the retreat grounds.
Chapter 25
*** Tuesday
Oh my crucified and resurrected Love
I open to You and Your manhood.
With every part of my soul and body
I receive You into me, I welcome You
and Your hardness into my woman's wetness.
My Beloved, I am wet for You.
My King, I want You all the day,
and Oh! all the night.
Only You satisfy me.
Only You bring the earthquake
the rumbling and shaking of the earth,
the clutch and delight and letting go
and opening of my womb, oh my God!
-- From "The Love of Christ by Sister Clare"
In the morning, Augusta began the session sharply at nine. "We are taking a turn here. We have two people who have a talent, and they have agreed that we may take advantage of that. We are talking about union here. It is the highest teaching I know. It is very hard, so I am going to ask a discipline for these five days." She looked around. "I know it is customary sometimes to meet new people and maybe have a little mmm friendliness on retreats. But this one time, I am going to ask you to do something. Or not to do something, just for now. If you do this practice we are going to do with someone, I ask that you agree not to have sex with them. Not while you are on this retreat. And no Bill Clinton qualifications either."
There was a soft laugh, a bit disappointed perhaps. "So let me be clear. If you just must sleep with someone, do not do this practice with them. Not now. Not until I say, OK? And I will not be saying OK this week." She favored the room with her Simhamukha brows, fierce and leonine.
"Matthew and Sagesse, please come in the middle of the room." Matthew rose, feeling very naked. Sagesse rose too, eyes cast down, and came forward. "Please sit facing each other, knees touching. Be comfortable, get pillows that work. You will be here a while.”
They sat in silence, looking at each other. Matthew found he was trembling. Through their knee contact, Matthew could feel that Sagesse was too. "May I explain to people," Augusta stage-whispered to them. Eyes locked, they both signed assent. "Matthew and Sagesse are very attracted to each other. For good reasons, Matthew and Sagesse have agreed to make an offering of that attraction. Is that right, Father Shalgry? Mrs. Anandasagara?" Well, talk about being outed, thought Shalgry. She does it with a flourish, but she does it. He nodded. Sagesse nodded through a thin windswept smile. "Please be kind to them. They are being very brave."
Suddenly soft, projecting a kindness that Matthew recognized, she said in a quiet voice, "Take each other's hands." She waited while they did so. "Now love each other." Surprised, Matthew could only obey. He thought he had to give up the loving, but if he did not... he allowed his love to flow out through his hands to her hands, and felt her hands tightening on his as her love came back through the same contact. Came back unbound. Came back so strong he found he was now shaking. He might have wept, but he found he was smiling and looking into the dark eyes of Asia looking back at him. Looking deeper, and deeper, and years peeled away and he was standing in a forest and the same eyes were looking into his through the Indian dusk and again in a stony city with the smell of sea nearby and again and again. He followed none of the histories. He loved as he had never allowed himself to love before. He consented. And suddenly his conscience lifted its restraining hand, let slip (that is how Shakespeare said it of the hounds), suddenly this conscience consented too and his heart burst open. His heart echoed open. He was loving Sagesse with all he had, and through her he loved her man and the children that someday...
His heart tried to spasm closed in jealousy. "Breathe, Matthew, or I will make you jiggle," said Augusta. He smiled, he could not help it, and took in a breath in a gasp. "Out, too," she said, then whispered to Sagesse in rapid quiet French. Sagesse began to hum, so quietly only Matthew could hear her.
"Now rest... rest. You are doing very much." Augusta looked up at the students before her. "You do not all have the advantage of a person you desire very much. So in pairs: choose someone almost at random. You are going to ask them to put on the persona of someone you do love. No, you do not have to say who it is. Just let your partner be that person for a bit. Let it flow between you, and be grateful the other person is willing to wear this soul for you. And remember - this choosing is a commitment of no sex for these five days."
There was a rustling and a settling, while people chose the partner in various combinations of genders. And settled. "All right," said Augusta. "Take each other's hands. Allow yourself to put on the selfhood of the person your partner loves. Allow yourself to see your beloved before you. Yes, there will be embarrassment. Be strong." She looked at her disciples. "Go," she said.
Shalgry and Anandasagara were exhausted. All they really wanted was a nap. A real nap.
The room filled with tension and some sighing. Desire and disappointment and wishing-it-were-so twanged in the air. "Now," said Augusta, "Invite a wisdom being or two, your favorites, to come and be around you. Around each of you. Around both of you. Tara is good. Just let your longing and love rest in her, or in the Wisdom being you favor most. Let it continue, but let it be in that context." The tension eased, but now everyone was tired.
"Nap time." said Augusta. Matthew found that he almost fell to Sagesse's side. "Front? Back?" he asked with a gesture. She was in front, and settled on her own arm. Shalgry nestled behind her and put his arm over her. She was cautious for a moment, then rested back against him. My God, he thought, she is so... He was asleep.
They slept through all of an exercise. Augusta spoke softly, to let them rest, and invited everyone to find the earth (he heard later), and to feel it supporting them. To respond to that support by pressing back, the way you press the hand of someone you love. To rest in that response, pressing a bit downward, resting toward the heart that was pressing up to support them. To feel that support with all their attention, and how their body was like a pile of stones strewn on it. And, she suggested that they, like stonemasons, stack their bodies on that support, finding the easy settled point of balance for each new vertebra. Stone walls are built from the ground up, she said. Let your body align itself with the comfort below...
But he and Sagesse were lost to all this. They slept. Lovers sleep together, reveling in the newness. Partners sleep in nests they have made by years of sleeping, small habits of pressing together and opening, touching parts of the beloved body by them with hands that nurse. That is how Sagesse and Matthew slept. His hand rested on her belly, his sleeping mind willing to know what his waking mind might have flinched from, the fire under his hand. Through the soft muscles of her belly he felt the fire of her, warm; and because his heart and his desire consented together, he reached for her fire, kneading her belly in his sleep as a kitten does. A fire of desire and sex, of course; but a fire that would spread out into hearth fire and warm-in-the-winter casseroles and bathtubs of steaming water and lanterns in the autumn. His sleeping mind knew no jealousy that another man would live in this larger fire, but his waking mind would. In its time. Now, he held her belly and she breathed, pressing against his hand, willing that he should touch her.
He woke. He woke deeply and felt her moving so she could see him. "I never slept," she said cruelly and kindly-warningly, "with any man but David," and she knew she meant no metaphor in "sleep." There are intimacies far deeper than sex.
He looked up and saw a dark-haired woman taking a picture of them awaking. He felt a flash of anger more sudden than he knew he had. He wanted to snap the camera in two. The civilized man and the twice-civilized priest raced to catch the loping avenger. No one, he thought through narrowed eyes, will harass her by showing those photos to anyone. He could feel his teeth grind together.
"Matthew?" Sagesse looked at him, worried. "Are you all right?"
"Someone took a picture of us." He blinked, civilization garrisoning him. "Ah," she said. "Right. Discretion. Your parishioners." She looked at him.
"Your husband." His teeth barely parted. "He would suffer."
Her eyes widened a moment, then her pupils; and her face softened. She reached forward with both hands and took his face in them and kissed him on the mouth. "I love you," she said. Her breath caught as she heard her own words. He smiled back at her sadly and loving. "Yes."
When they heard Augusta's voice they realized that the whole room had grown quiet and was watching them. "Lunch. Back at three PM." More quietly, "Sagesse, Matthew? You have that masterful little card??? with all the basic exercises? Be doing them, OK? A lot."
They left the practice room and then, with a small unspoken smile of agreement, they parted. He went back to his favorite watching place to see the ocean below. Would it be clear tonight, or foggy? Or would the northwest storm come down from Kamchatka and shake them off their cliff? Shalgry had no idea.
He found himself trembling, and then changed it to a jiggle. Up and down, like a five year old, letting the energy move from the places it was frozen in him, move first through the body, and then around the outside of his body and out, out, out screaming out across the Pacific, rattling dishes in Seoul and disturbing pots of kim chee curing in the cold Asian spring. His arms he found had started swinging back and forth, drawing the condensed tension and desire and despair - just newborn, little; but it will grow to be a brawny one - despair out of his core out of his trunk and letting it go out to his hands, and with each roll forward of his hands as his knees that had been flexing straightened he threw the energies out to Asia, and in Shanghai they felt the earth rattle and gripped the shiny handrails of their skyscrapers.
His breath rasped in his throat. Ocean breath, indeed.
His eye caught movement beside him. "Hello," he said. It was the dark-haired woman who had had the camera. She did not have it with her, he saw. His hand clawed. Good. He might have cast it right out to that Ocean, right there. "Hello," she said. "I saw, in the practice room, I saw you were angry that I took your pictures. I am sorry. I will erase them." Matthew's anger relented a little. This woman had courtesy, the old kind with swords; and that meant she knew anger too, for that is where you learn it.
"She's married." He looked again at the changing ocean. "I do not want her hurt. Just don't let them get around."
"I won't. I promise." She extended her hand. "My name is Mira." She smiled and burnt humor was in her eyes. "It's the name of a princess. Yes, you would think Jews would know not to name their daughter after a princess, wouldn't you? But perhaps they were stoned at the time."
He took her hand. "Mira, hello. I am Matthew." He took a deep breath to say more. From the main hall a gong rang. "Lunch. Thank God. It's been a long morning since breakfast." She bowed, and extended an arm. "Shall we?" Arm in arm they went to lunch.
Shalgry sat with Mira and her girlfriend, the hearty Greek from the midwest who had flowed into him on the first day, named Kyra. "That's Koo-rah," she informed him. Kyra declared herself unbelieving that Matthew was a priest "because," she said, "priests have beards and hats. Big beards and tall hats." So she kept venturing what his real profession might be, and Matthew would say "warmer...cooler... definitely cold..." and, when she had suggested "the man who cleans out sewers," he had moved his head up and down vigorously exclaiming "Oh very warm" until their whole table was laughing.
Always, always he was aware of where Sagesse was. Like tracking radar, like a hound sniffing the air, part of him knew exactly where she was at any moment. And he made then a discovery he would remember his whole life. She rose from a conversation across the room, he was aware of her, her feel, her energy. Then, suddenly, she was not there. He could see her walking to the urn to get some of the execrable coffee. But to his energetic and feeling sense, tuned entirely to her, she had gone invisible. He did not want to say "in stealth mode," but there was no other expression. Tarnkappe. Invisibility cloak. Where had she learned that, he wondered? What stalking cruelty in life had made such a woman learn to disappear entirely? He shuddered inside.
She came back to her table. She saw him watching, and returned to presence. She smiled at him and rejoined her conversation.
He returned his attention to his own table, and found Kyra watching him. "Funny how a girl can steal your soul, isn't it, Father?" He started. He nodded. Yes, it was. He grinned. "I might be a lesbian yet," he answered.
After lunch, with two hours before the afternoon session, he did not know how to approach his soulcatcher. She solved it by approaching him. "We need to think a little," she began. The corners of her eyes crinkled. My God, she was going to be a beautiful old woman. "No, really," she went on. "We seem to have fallen in love. And you know what I have noticed?"
"No, I do not," he responded.
"I have noticed," she raised a finger in mockery of her own didacticism, "that people who fall in love know each other very little. Very very badly, even. Let us remedy that. It is perhaps a cure for infatuation."
"I am not sure," said Shalgry, "that I am ready for the cure."
"I said perhaps," she replied. "Tell me about you, tell me about your life, your ... priesthood. Everything." Shalgry found they were near one of the picnic tables that dotted the retreat grounds, as if people might suddenly need to sit and talk over ham sandwiches. He gestured to it, raising an eyebrow in interrogation. Sagesse sat, maintaining an "I'm listening" look so firm it was in quotes, and a straight face at the same time. Hard woman not to love, this one, thought Shalgry the priest in exculpation of Matthew the not-yet penitent.
He told of his upbringing in Irish San Francisco, of parochial school, being an altar boy, and folk singing, and first love.
"Was she pretty, Matthew?"
"Yes," he said, "Straight hair, a tiny hooked nose like a hawk, half native, a métive..." "Canadian? What tribe?" she asked immediately. "Sioux, who went up to Grandmother's Land during the Indian Wars. And Scottish."
"You loved her much?"
"I loved her much. I called her Little Swift, from the way she moved."
"You still do, eh?" She looked at him speculatively. "How could you give up women, Matthew? To become a priest."
He looked at her. It wasn't a rhetorical question. She meant it. "It was a love affair. No, not running from one. I fell in love with Jesus. Just happened. You know how these things happen." He looked at her. She nodded, unsmiling. "I was in my late twenties. The Swift was gone. I found I was drawn back to church, and then to this Man. Not really the way people are drawn to a lover. More like a deepest best friend. And there was no shaking Him. Bastard got me." They both laughed.
He told her of his parish life, of meeting a Spiritualist and writing a book about them, and about his silencing.
"And you, Wisdom," he said. "Tell me how you came to be here."
"Delta Airlines."
"No, No," he replied. "The long story."
She brushed free strands of shining black hair away from her face. He noticed that there was grey in it. She would be a beautiful old woman, he thought again. Indian nose mighty in her soft-colored face, eyes so dark that owls might live in there.
"My parents met in Boston. They were both immigrants, in school. My father is from Kolkota, very old family 'and Kshatriya, like Buddha' he used to say. He was proud to be a warrior, even though he was a doctor. He was proud to be Indian, and we always celebrated Diwali in our house, lamps everywhere. 'You are Bengali,' he would say, as if he were calling us royalty." She laughed. She liked her father, he could see, and appreciated him. "My mother was French-Canadian." "De Québec?" he said, dragging out his high school French. "Oui. Vraiment française et vraiment québecoise. Grandpère came from France, met Grandmother in Montréal and stayed. My mother came to Boston to medical school, met my father, and stayed. We do that in my family." White teeth flashed.
"And your work?" She replied, "I am a heart specialist."
"You are a doctor too, like your parents?"
"No," she answered. "It is a joke in our family. I teach a practice called Heartmath. It helps people, but I am not a doctor." Her face grew serious, and she pressed on.
"I met David in Boston, when he was there. He is a doctor, a neurologist. We met, and within three months we knew" her eyes sought Matthew's as if to ask for forgiveness "that we would be together forever, this whole life. Throughout this life."
"You love him," he asked in a quiet voice.
"I love him as much as you love Jesus, I think." She looked away. "I did not think I would ever love another man, ever, ever, ever." The tatters of her determination blew in the wind. "I love him, Matthew. You must know that. I will go home to him. I care for you very much. I...love you. But I do not want to lie to you, ever. I will go home to David."
"I know," he said. "I hear tell I will go home to Jesus." They both laughed, laughed the laugh again that reassured the other retreatants, who could all hear it, that all was well.
He asked her about Heartpath.
"HeartMATH," she said. "Funny name, isn't it? It is a little family of practices, centered around the heart. They relieve stress and maybe they have an effect on other people. Did you know the heart has an electric field that reaches out many feet, and you can be sitting in someone else's heart field?" She became silent and Matthew sat feeling her. Yes, you can, he thought. Do you feel it too, Dark Beauty, he wondered.
"Yes, Matthew. I feel it too." He started. "I know you feel things in people sometimes. So do I. Or really, I feel the fields. I felt a question in the field. 'A disturbance in the Force,' you know."
"But how did you know that I can..."
"Your friend Marta."
"Ah, the Dutch Intelligence Service."
"I'm sorry?" Sagesse asked.
Shalgry explained.
"She took me aside." She shook her head and looked down at the memory. "She grilled me, actually. She wanted to make sure I would not hurt you. She told me you are more vulnerable than one might know. She cares about you, Matthew. You are lucky."
I am lucky, he thought. The Pink Triangle has my back, who can harm me, said some mocking voice inside him. And his heart warmed just the same.
Sagesse hesitated, then pressed on. "You actually have to take medicine because you feel too much?"
He nodded, suddenly embarrassed. "It gets pretty hard sometimes. The city, the bus, the markets. Malls can be hell. I feel so, I guess 'effete' would be the word. But I needed something."
She reached out and covered his hand on the table with her own.
"I'm not on it now. I don't, when I am going to be among safe people. In easy environments." Their eyes met, and they were suddenly both giggling. "Easy, right," he finished.
"Matthew... after the attacks. On September 11. I keened for three days, Matthew. David held me. He knew. I mean, he knows about this perception I have. He doesn't have it, but he tries to believe me when I talk about it. And I lay in bed and shrieked into the pillow. The burning, the anger. The people in the plane. The men who flew into the towers - they were so sure they were God's hand. The men who burned to death going up the staircases, trying to save people. I cried until I couldn't talk."
She reached into a pocket and brought out a tiny case, and opened it. Pills were inside. "David got these for me." She looked at them, and turned the case. It was beautiful, Shalgry saw. David has good taste. He had already known that, hadn't he? Sagesse went on. "They are for when it is too much. It has been hard, these years. When I fly to Europe, to teach, I always carry his prescription so I can get more if I need them."
He put his hand on top of hers on top of his. "Thank you, comrade," he said. Thank you Marta, he thought. Thank you David. Thank you for caring for her.
"We are wimps, Father," she said.
"Yes we are, Wisdom." The two of them sat at the table. The people passing by carefully did not stare at their intertwined hands. There is a courtesy, and they had it. Matthew found himself talking to Jesus, "Nice work, Creator. She is beautiful." "She is, isn't she?" came back. "I like her myself. You have good taste. Yes, like David. You both love Wisdom."
They found the time flowing over them like a warm summer river, but the air outside was growing cold. There was about an hour until the session was to begin again. "A nap would be good, I think. We seem to be working hard." "Alone." "Yes," he agreed. "Alone." They stood, and squeezed each other's hands. They started towards each other to hug, and then pulled back. "If we do that, we won't get any sleep." Who had said it? Matthew found he was not sure. He could feel her soul; it was haggard and rejoicing. It was how he felt too. Or was it her feeling him feeling her... His head spun. Minds were not built to keep track of this stuff, he decided. It's what prayers are for. Who said that? "Yes," he said, looking out of someone's eyes into someone's eyes. Someone smiled. He squeezed her hand and turned, and walked to his cabin. To his surprise, he did sleep.
He woke, bleary eyed but rested a little, and he stumbled to the communal restroom to wash his eyes, rub them dry, and hum a little into his upper chest. He would be ready - Ha, brave words! - for whatever Augusta had to throw at them this afternoon.
He arrived at the practice hall and found that Sagesse had taken a seat near the back. Augusta summoned him up to the front. "You well, Matthew? You look well." "I seem to be in love, Augusta. Not in my job description, but I like it so far."
"You doing your practices? The basic ones?"
"As best I can," he responded.
"Good," said Augusta, "because this afternoon may be a little athletic. Rest down, come into alignment..."
"...Keep your nose to the grindstone and try to work in that position?" he finished.
"Right. You got it."
He turned to go to the back.
"Matthew," said Augusta. He turned back. She was pointing at the pillow where he had sat facing Sagesse. With her other hand she was crooking a 'come here’ finger at Sagesse. Primary schools lost a great teacher, thought Shalgry's parish priest persona, when Augusta went into the spiritual business.
Sagesse rose and came forward. She looked tired. He imagined he did too.
"Do you two think you can do one more hard thing today? After today, it should get easier. Maybe."
Matthew and Sagesse looked at one another. "I think so," they said almost together.
"Good. And thank you." She raised her head and looked at the students. "This morning we did what you might call the 'chaos of love.' Love unfiltered, in all its 'I want this' madness and all its strength and beauty. Mixed together. Love ratatouille. It was exhausting, yes?"
There was a sigh of agreement.
"This afternoon, we are going to try to begin to extract some of the benefits of Love for other beings. We will do this with the help of our... point-walkers," she gestured to Matthew and Sagesse, "who even if they don't know it are disciplined practitioners. This is not a practice I would give to an amateur, a beginner. It would not be kind. It is too easy to fall into the soup.
"If we are lucky, we will be able to lift three strands out of this boiling mass of life we call love. Three out of an infinity of different colors. Each one can be of use to others, each at different times. Together, they make up part of an answer to the question we began with - how do these 'honey practices' benefit others? Are they more than a fancy way to get off?
"Speaking of which," she went on, "I remind you of the one-week commitment. No sex with those you practice with. Tonight may be the hardest of all. I am told there is going to be singing in the dining hall tonight. I recommend you go there and sing until you are hoarse. Then go to bed. Alone, unless you're sleeping with someone you snore beside all the time. Anyone unwilling to do that?"
There were no unwillings who were willing to say so.
Augusta nodded. "Good." She turned to Matthew and Sagesse. "Thank you for doing this," she said quietly. And then to the students, "What we will be doing is to raise a field. We will do this in three different practices. And the first, which we do now, is the toothrattlingest. If that is a word." She turned to Helga, a visiting German student. "Frau Doktor von den Hoffnungen, wie sagt man 'toothrattlingest' auf deutsch?" Helga spread her hands in helpless amazement. "Im Deutschen sagt man das nicht," she replied.
Augusta laughed. "She says, 'One doesn't say that in German.' OK. Here is the practice. There are Four Good Things To Do, that surround this and everything we do. Like 'best practices,' you know? First, always open with the intention of doing good and being of benefit for all beings. That's good in itself, and it gets the attention of the kind of beings you want for company. So, second, rest in good company. Your partner, the people here, our whole mandala, and especially wisdom beings. You are giving the wisdom beings access to time and space - they are grateful, I imagine. Third, and God is this important, take it all lightly. If you feel your mind clamping down on an understanding or even a good intention, lighten up. Expand a bit. Loosen your mind. Do horselips" Augusta demonstrated, a practice that sounded exactly like a horse saying 'pfpfpfpfpfp,' "Or talk funny. Take this lightening up seriously, if you know what I mean. Fourthly, lastly, share the benefit. This is what 'dedicate the merit' means. You don't give it away so you lose it. You share it so others have it too. So with those Four Good Things to Do - someone wrote them down, I hope? Let us all wish now that all we do benefits beings."
She focused on Matthew and Sagesse who sat knee to knee on their cushions. "I know this is hard for you..." Was she smiling? "But become aware of your attraction to each other. This beautiful woman, this handsome priest. Let your desire rise so you wish to move towards each other." Sagesse started to fall forward, hands out. Everyone laughed."...but don't do it. Let the tension rise, though. And hold it a little bit. As lightly as you can." She looked again at the group.
"It is tension, you know, that moves electricity. Voltage is a measure of that tension. It is desire. Opposites of different kinds reach out for each other. Here, a heterosexual pair. Light and space are another pair; the aboriginal Bönpo of Tibet love that one. Matthew and Sagesse, let that desire reach out towards each other without moving your bodies, like tendrils that reach out to caress. Let them touch each other, and let your love and desire move through them. Softly, softly." Matthew found his heart in his throat. He wanted Sagesse so strongly that it reached up and struggled against all his seminary training. No special friendships with women... His desire reached out to her, brushed her hair black and shiny around her face. He could feel her aching towards him.
In the distance he could hear Augusta's voice. "Now you have a private love. That is a very good thing. It really is. And to let it be more, invite a wisdom being to join and surround you. Vajrapani is really good for this. And when you sense that wisdom company: let those tendrils between you be a sort of cat's cradle. Think of someone who really needs life, energy, warmth. Let them rest in that cradle between you. Let your desire warm them and enliven them. It doesn't matter where they are. We can reach them."
Sagesse mouthed "Your bishop?" and Matthew nodded. He could feel Buchanan, between them, in the lines of life running between him and Sagesse. The feeling changed: still desire, but desire for her and desire that Buchanan be well, caressing her and supporting the Archbishop's weary head.
"Now, allow others to join you. You are bringing life, in the most elementary way. Desire is life in motion. Let it be kind, and let it join the others here. Our people in Australia and Germany and China and Austria and France and Italy, and across North America. And all the wisdom beings, the ones we see in yabyum, resting in each other's laps. Let their desire move through you. Gentle, but very strong. OK, everyone - if you are with the one you desire, fine. If not, your partner is willing to stand proxy. Let it flow, please."
Matthew felt Sagesse as a partner, an utterly reliable partner. Not only a lover, but also one who could make this weaving and fill it with generosity of energy. Then, around him, gradually rising like the tide coming in, he felt others beginning the practice. The linkage among them, like parts of an electrical grid filling in each other's needs and welcoming their surpluses. The saints, no, wisdom-beings coming. Sometimes without form - must one wear a body to come to this party? - sometimes like ikons.
"Take it lightly, folks." Matthew half smiled. Right. His body was shaking, his prostate felt like a space heater, his mouth was dry, he was in love with a married woman and being an errant priest and he was supposed to take it lightly? Who was that laughing? Oh, it was him... He saw the woman in front of him with the softest eyes and round breasts and he didn't know who she was but he would like to meet her except that she was with that greyhaired fellow in front of her but he was in love with her anyway and she was radiating red threads in all directions like a Sicilian strega in a magic-duel OK he could love a witch in fact he already did and he hoped that love he felt for that grey man was hers because the light between her and that man was red and gold and beautiful and in the middle a slender no a bony man turned and marinated in the light and how was he not burned but when the light touched him it turned from bright to soft almost peach and he seemed to relax and gain a little strength GOD I LOVE YOU BEAUTY and he almost was back but not quite because the man needed them then suddenly a filament arced from the crowd of students from a brown haired woman there, a blue and white filament and the bishop was being held by Holy Mary Mother of God who held him against her breast and he let go like a man forgiven all his sins accepted as he is lucky bishop and Matthew looked up and saw Wisdom looking in his eyes with eyes dark as space.
"Let yourself intend that this goodness be shared with all beings, all who need it, want it, will profit by it; and don't forget yourself and your Beloved. Do Not Forget Yourself And Your Beloved. Your Beloveds." And tears began down Sagesse's face, and did not stop. But she did not let the cat's cradle slip, though it shimmered.
Augusta repeated, "And your Beloveds." and walked to Sagesse and caught her in her arms and rocked her while the dark woman sobbed and sobbed. "Crying is good," said Augusta aloud. "We cry a lot when Life moves." Matthew could not move; he wrapped the two women in front of him in good will and the love of who was that Gold Light Woman, of Her. Around him he heard others sobbing. He was suddenly a priest again. He should have known from confessions how many loved and desired a second and a third. Here it was with no repentance, just tears.
"Let the threads go. Offer them to the Wisdom Beings to tend. Rest. When you can, take a nap. You may need to sleep alone, or with many or just the two of you. Be kind. And rest." Sagesse sank to the floor where she was. Matthew crawled to her and rested a hand on her back. She shrugged his hand off. He backed away, hurt. Suddenly she reached back and grabbed his wrist and pulled him and wrapped his arm around her, almost pressing it against her breast but finally placing it against her bottom ribs. His hand ached where it touched her. He pressed his face into her shoulder and smelled the cinnamon of her hair and knew that forever cinnamon would be to him incense before her shrine, and he breathed in and rubbed his hand down her belly. Then he stopped and put it back on her ribs, feeling her breast rising away from his fingers. Augusta knelt by them. "You know what I am going to tell you, Matthew, both of you. Pulse, or you will burn. Do NOT fry yourselves. Breathe in and out, great and small. Do it. You can. Fill the world, surround one cell inside of one of you. Oscillate in all dimensions and scales. Pulse, soldiers." She rose and went to others.
As the nap came to an end, people seemed to be reluctant to let go of each other. Matthew surely was, and Sagesse silently pressed back against him, not bothered at all by the erection her touch called up in him.
Finally, after Augusta had pointedly struck her Tibetan cymbals, they all arose and faced her.
"Remember, you have been opened here. If you need rest, sleep. If you need company, come sing tonight. The fire of desire is provocative and tiring both. Please be kind to yourselves and each other. Sagesse, would you mind bringing me my dinner tonight? I would like to talk with you."
Sagesse nodded sleepily.
"Kindness, remember, everyone. See you in the morning."
Sagesse touched his hand softly and said "I am summoned to an audience. Perhaps we can see each other later?"
His heart leapt. He didn't know hearts really leapt, but his just had. "Yes. Oh, yes." She smiled and she was gone.
Chapter 26
Shalgry found himself at loose ends. Sagesse was off getting ready for dinner, and to take dinner to Augusta, and to talk with her. About what, he wondered. He wandered about for a while and found Marta rehearsing country songs with her beer-offering friend. Hmmm, Marta had never been much interested in country music before. Tex's girlfriend was chaperoning closely. It seemed to Matthew that it might be a good idea. Marta was quite smitten. He had no idea how such matters were worked out among lesbians. Duels, perhaps? Tex looked like maybe she could shoot pretty well, but she was the blushing damsel the whole thing would be about. Her girlfriend had a sharp eye; if she could handle a gun she could surely hit something with it. Marta, now - Matthew doubted she had ever learned firearms in the convent. He imagined himself in the cold dawn, second to his friend as she faced Tex's vengeful girlfriend. Of course, if Marta was the one challenged, she could choose the weapons. Beer. He was pretty sure it would be beers at three paces. Last woman standing. Or maybe spreadsheets. She was a killer with Excel. Green eyeshades in the dawn...
Shalgry wondered why he was not picturing himself there, dueling it out with David for his Indian beauty of a wife. Why not indeed? He walked down a side path, kicking a stone before him and thinking. There was something about that... Not that he was incapable of violence. He had seen it in himself, suddenly striking out. Others had seen it too, though not much since the seminary, not since he had cut out alcohol except sacramental wine and the occasional beer. He had no idea what David's temperament was. Anyone was capable of violence. He knew that from Saturday afternoons when small and softspoken Vietnamese women confessed, horrified with shame, to having hit their tiny children. What they did to themselves was more than any penance he could impose. Once or twice, he had made absolution conditional on them forgiving themselves. There had been some difficulty getting that through the language barrier.
There was something else, too. He relaxed his mind, a hunter waiting for the quarry thought to come out. Ah. Om Ah Dhih Hum he thought and then smiled. Wisdom, yes, come to me Wisdom.
The truth was, he did not want to take Sagesse away from her husband. He loved her very much. He wanted her to have everything she wanted. She wanted David. It was a line of reasoning his heart could not shake. He could not want anything that would break her heart, and it would break her heart to leave David. She had told him that, with the desperate clarity of someone who does not want to hurt anyone they love and finds no refuge but telling the truth. She would go home to David.
He walked on until he was by a fallen cypress log, and he sat on it. He picked up a stick, and peeled its bark with his fingernails. Why was he here, then? Had Sister Agnes sent him here to find Sophia, knowing that Franco-Indian Wisdom awaited him? Had the Archbishop sent him into the surreptitious nunnery world, knowing that along the way he would fall in love with a soft-curved woman, a woman whose hands he had touched and whose body he had circled with his own hands. Was this the Holy Spirit messing about again, for as the Father was demanding and the Son was compassionate, surely he had found that the Spirit was mischievous. "The Spirit moveth as it will," the Bible said; and oh, that was true.
Or is it you, Sophia? Whoever, whatever you are. Is it you that have brought us together?
He sat looking down the trail that he had walked up, past the retreat house and the practice building and the cabins scattered about. His heart, which had been clutched closed, eased a little.
"Hello Father." He started and turned. Coming down from above was one of the four men at the retreat. Walter. Was his name Walter?
"It's Matthew. I left my collar at home." Though not his priesthood, it seemed. He extended his hand.
The man shook it with a firm dry hand. "Hello. I am Walter Zweifel." Ah, like Helga, one of the Germans. They travel so much, these people. When we land on Mars there will be a German family standing there with a guidebook, asking directions to the ruins.
"May I?" asked Walter, pointing to the log. "Please," said Shalgry, retreating to his formal role. Walter sat. There was a bit of silence. Comfortable, though, he found. This man seemed used to his own company.
Walter sighed, just audible above the distant sound of the surf. It sounded as if it was time to be on duty, thought Shalgry. Then he rebuked himself. How about just being company, he thought. Right.
"You OK there, Walter?"
Walter looked out over the forest and the sea. "Ah, Father, forgive me for intruding. I mean, Matthew. You must come here to get away from people and their needs."
Well shot and true targeted, Walter, thought Matthew. "I really did come here for myself, Walter. You are very perceptive. And also I like that here, we support each other. It helps, when we are in the middle of deep turbulence."
"Like a volcano, on Hawaii," replied Walter.
"Exactly so. Is there something that makes you sigh, then? If you want to say..."
Walter was quiet for a few moments. "I was watching all the couples here," he began, his eyes on a flight of ravens. "I was watching, and thinking there is no one for me. No one. Not to complain or to - you say 'whine'? - Not to whine, but to notice."
"It must be lonely," said Matthew.
"Yes. And I am used to it. That is the problem, maybe. All these years. We are perhaps the same age, almost? I am 54 now. All these years I did not accept, you know, the offers. Sex, sometimes, yes. But not the offers to fall in love, to grow involved. Not only to get married did I refuse. The lonely spouses who wanted someone to fall in love with. The women my age who wanted a discreet 'friend.' I kept myself quite safe from that. No children to care for, no wife to nag me, no mistress, no pets to worry about. I was always free to travel."
He was silent. "Now, I still am. I am free to travel. No encumbrances at all. Heart intact. A virgin heart. It sounds like an icon in your church, doesn't it? The Virgin Heart."
Matthew could feel a sadness so strong, a resigned and quite brave despair, that hovered around Walter. He was speaking just the truth, without melodrama. And because it was so true, it was agonizing. Walter had saved himself from the tangles of involvement.
It was growing dark. Soon it would be dangerous to try to find the way down to the buildings below.
Om Ah Dhih Hum you there Svaha. What would comfort him? He found himself staying silent. Walter too was quiet, then said, "Forgive me father, I have not sinned." Both men laughed.
They had almost but not quite missed dinner. There were a few pieces of fish left on the platters, and some remarkable potatoes roasted with rosemary. Walter and Matthew joined a table, and were made welcome. Matthew listened to Walter's easy charm, his laughter and the stories he had to tell. He wondered how this man had escaped the many women who must have wanted him.
One always could, he knew. There were always priests who fell into affairs, and they were gossiped about in rectories. A scandal, a comfortable scandal. Perhaps he himself would be one. He could see that. He felt his heart swelling and opening as he thought of Sagesse. She has already made herself a home there, he realized. Whatever happened, she had a home there; and the door of his heart would always open when he thought of her. Open, and welcome her.
But there are some priests who did not seem tempted. They held themselves effortlessly virtuous, easily abstaining from the flirtatious women and men who found them attractive. Father Shalgry had always wondered if they had ever loved and were, as he was to be, warmed by the embers. Or were they abstaining from love itself?
What would that mean, to be a Christian who abstained from love? He shivered. Had he been that? From his heart, open to Sagesse because it could not not-be, and with lamps lit, from his heart an imp went out. He could feel it go. And it was carrying a length of rope. He knew what it would do. Across some path it would tie that rope. Walter would come down that lonely path, and he would fall. His stiff, middle-aged heart would shatter, and love would get in. Matthew knew it with the surety of prophecy. He grinned, almost entirely to himself. Would it be some twenty-year old girl, startling the world when she carried him off? Would it be a grey-haired woman who like Walter himself had abstained, so they would fall over the same imp-stretched line? Sealgaire the hunter admired the economy of such a trap.
He did not know the story. But he knew how it would end, a heart broken open and, if Walter were wise and lucky, left open.
"Matthew." He looked up. Tex was there, guitar in hand. "Will you join us?"
He looked around. His love - oh, he was in trouble - had not returned. "Yes, yes." He rose and, as Walter seemed inclined to stay behind, motioned with him to come too.
Tex's voice was really southern. It was not a false accent put on to be allowed into the world of music. It was truly Texan. Matthew leaned back to listen. First some guitar tuning, then the sad songs began.
Usually, he knew, when a priest was present someone had to sing some very sexual songs. Just to try him out, don't you know, to see if he was a good fellow. He expected them. But he found they did not come. Instead the songs were of love. Loving women, loving men, loving someone whose gender was not clear. Tex was joined by a shy blond athletic woman. Then Kyra came and sang with a strong torch-song voice. Mira smiled and watched, and joined on the choruses. She seemed somehow vulnerable - ah, she was, he could feel - but through the same vulnerability love soaked in.
His turn came. He sang the song he always did, that had come through his family:
When I was a bachelor, I lived all alone
I worked at the weaver's trade
And the only only thing that I did that was wrong
was to woo a fair young maid...
He found he could not stay after that. He rose, and went outside to the porch that ran around the building. Yes, it was going to rain. He could smell it in the wind.
He watched the clouds blowing from the north, and the moon that shown through them. It would be cold tonight; this was not a southern storm. He could hear the music behind him. Then, above the wind and music but hidden by them, he could hear a voice. It was a beloved voice.
Oh, she was talking on her cell. Against his will he reached to hear. He could not. Only the tone. It was a loving voice, and a distressed voice, and a voice that was hiding the distress. Years sitting in a dark confessional listening through a grill to voices had taught him their scales and melodies. Love, distress and concealment.
He tried to draw his attention away, and could not. So he attended to the wind as best he could, listening to it strumming the pine needles. The song of his childhood about the California coast wind named Mariah - sometimes he could understand why it said "folks is out there dying." Never knew if it actually was a folk song, but sometimes it really was true. Love, distress and concealment.
He felt her before he saw her. "Hello, beauty," he said. "So, you really are married."
She sighed. "Yes, Matthew, I really am married."
"Is David well?"
"He is. The cat is well. His work is well. He knows something is up, but he is not asking. He trusts me."
"He should," Matthew replied.
"Why? Here I am standing beside another man, in the dark, and wanting to touch him. Why should David trust me?"
"Because you love him, and you will go home to him."
"Ah yes," Sagesse said. "I will that."
She leaned on the railing beside Shalgry, her arm against his so he could feel her warmth through her soft sweater. Then she leaned her head on his shoulder. As she breathed out, it seemed to Matthew that she was safe and grateful. He had never been so proud in his life.
Chapter 27
*** Wednesday
The day at Augusta's retreats began with the basic practices - stretching, jiggling, arm swinging, squatting and finally the deeply silent meditation. Shalgry loved this opening. And on Wednesday, as on Monday and Tuesday before it, he had missed it. Marta had attended the meditation the first day, and then also had gone missing.
High above the retreat buildings and out of sight of them, even farther up the same trail where Matthew and Walter had spoken, was a single picnic table. It looked out over the Pacific, and north and south along the Pacific Hills. Here Marta and Matthew went each day, while the others meditated, bringing a leather briefcase.
From the case, they took white linen, and spread it across the table. On the linen they placed two candles from the case, a small chalice lined on the inside with gold, and a crucifix. Two small bottles, one of water and one of wine, they brought out and set upon the altar linens beside a case of white hosts, the flatbread descended from matzoth that the priest would consecrate. They said nothing as they did this, made no plan. Marta had found Matthew climbing the hill on Monday morning, and joined him. They said nothing to others, leaving before anyone else was awake, and returning and putting away the Mass kit before the meditation had ended. It was not so much a secret as a private moment, an opportunity to practice together without having to explain it to each participant in the retreat.
Matthew put the small gold-fringed sick-call stole around his neck. He raised his hands and opened the modern Mass, the Mass in English that had begun in Vatican II: "The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all."
Marta responded "And also with you." The Mass was begun.
They prayed the penitential prayers, the ancient Kyrie, the Glory and the prayers for all the world. They read the day's readings from the Tanakh and the New Testament. They prayed for Augusta and all the retreatants, for the family at the Pink Triangle, for the nuns, for Archbishop Buchanan and wryly for Sister Madeleine. They prayed for the living and the dead.
Aware of the Buddhist lineage they were participating in, they prayed for all beings of the “three times,” the past and present and future. Then Matthew found, to his surprise, new words in his mouth. "May every spirit in this place be well, every genius, every tree- and stone-inhabitant. May the winds be well, and the vast sea, and all the living kelp. May the ravens and the clouds be filled with joy. May the hungry and needy ghosts be fed, may the happy dead come with us. May they join us here, at the table of the Creator. May the house spirits and the electrical beings and even the animators of all the cars and trucks - may they all come, and welcome!" He found Marta looking at him, surprised as one might be if Uncle Sven broke into Italian opera. After a beat, she nodded, and smiled. "Amen," she said.
Then began the miracle that was so real to Marta and Matthew: "Pray, that our sacrifice may be acceptable to God, the almighty Father. "
P: Lift up your hearts.
C: We lift them up to the Lord.
They began the blessing of the bread and the wine. They called the Holy Spirit down. They told the story of that Passover Seder, and of Jesus’ strange words: "Take this, all of you, and eat it: this is my body which will be given up for you...Take this, all of you, and drink from it: this is the cup of my blood, the blood of the new and everlasting covenant. It will be shed for you and for all so that sins may be forgiven. Do this in memory of me." The command to be cannibals of God. Marta and Matthew became silent. In a Church bells would be rung; here they just kept company.
Then the long prayers before the actual eating of the transfigured bread and wine. The breaking of the bread and its sharing. The wine of salvation, drunk together not only to follow this Messiah but to eat him. The thanksgiving, the blessing and in their minds the old command, "Ite, Missa est." "Go, the Mass is."
Again, they were silent. Matthew and Martha rinsed and then dried the chalice and placed the liturgical objects back in the Mass kit. They rose and began the descent down the path.
There, standing in the shade of a cypress, was Sagesse. Marta glanced at Matthew, crinkled her eyes, and went ahead. Sagesse walked beside Matthew. "So," she said, "you really are a priest."
Matthew nodded. He smiled at Sagesse, and took her hand. With the Mass kit in Matthew's other hand, unspeaking, feeling the flow of each other's hearts, they went down the holy mountain.
Breakfast was quiet, a meal at a small table with just Sagesse, Matthew and Marta. Marta kept up a light banter of gossip about who was with whom in the communities she belonged to. A sort of town crier - "8 AM and all is well." Before they rose, Sagesse said to Matthew "Augusta has asked me to show the group some of what I do with Heartmath. I will miss sitting with you."
"It is your work," he said as nobly as he could.
"It is," she said. "And I will miss being with you."
They went to the practice room, the first clouds of a storm blowing in from the sea. Rowan, and Ursula from Augusta's town, were laying a fire in the fireplace. The day would be cold.
"Good morning," began Augusta. "Does anyone have anything they would like to bring up?"
"That is a hard commitment to keep!" Laughter followed.
"Yes it is," said Augusta. "And maybe you wonder why, right? Why all the restraint?" Murmurs of agreement.
"Most of us are deprived, you might say. We don't get enough touch. We don't get enough energy flow. We don't get enough appreciation. We don't get enough space. So when someone offers that to us, two things happen - we grab, and we want to discharge the energy. We're not used to it. So we make this little brief commitment not to grab our partner and blow the energy off with them. One of the reasons why what is called 'tantra' is not just a way of getting off."
"Anything else?" Quiet.
"We have been more and more often, especially at our retreats in Nepal, learning to be in and to move from the heart. It is new to us. We have good fortune, then, that we have with us a professional. Sagesse has traveled around the world teaching a practice called Heartmath. It focuses on just this - attending to and resting in and working from the heart. She has agreed to speak with us a little today, and maybe teach us some of their practices. Sagesse, please."
Augusta rose from her seat in the front of the room and gestured Sagesse to take it. Then Augusta came and sat by Matthew. "She is a beauty," she whispered to him. Then she straightened to listen.
Sagesse came to the front of the room, bowed to the teachers' photos, then folded her hands together, and bowed to Augusta. Augusta bowed back. Then she bowed to the room; and the students placed their hands together, and bowed to her.
"Thank you Augusta, and thank you all for letting me offer you what I have been studying." Again she folded her hands. "This is anjuli, the prayer posture with hands before the chest. It is interesting that when we pray, we place our hands in front of our heart, isn't it? It is how people greet each other in most parts of South Asia." She bowed. "And in the west, the Bible said in the Book of Proverbs chapter 23 verse 7, “As a man thinketh in his heart, so is he.” There is a lot of wisdom that says that this is the center of us." She tapped her heart. Matthew's heart jumped in his chest.
"My family are all doctors, and I knew somehow that I wanted to work with practices rather than medicine. But I wanted something that had been researched. Checked, you know? So when I encountered the book Heartmath (3), I knew I was interested. I read it, I tried the practices, I got in touch with them, and they invited me to come work with them. Doc Childre – ‘Doc’ really is his name - and Howard Martin are southerners, so there were a certain number of Cowboy-and-Indian jokes. But they have been involved in spiritual practices for a long time. I like them.
"Here is the theory. The heart is the master of the experience. It has a powerful effect on our thoughts, our feelings, our body and tissues. It has a huge number of neurons and emits neurochemicals. It radiates a strong field that can be detected yards away from the body - and probably affects the bodies of others. Here is the good news - one can help the heart, our center, to become coherent and that coherence will spread through our experience. Enough theory?" She grinned. The students loved her, Matthew saw. It warmed him.
"OK, we are lucky that the practices are easy and simple to learn. Here is one that we can teach in one minute." She smiled.
"Three steps:
"1) Please notice your heart. Just notice it." She paused, her eyes showing that she was doing what she said. "Rest your hand there, if that helps.
"2) Allow yourself to breathe through your heart - this region around the center of the chest and the solar plexus. In and out. Softly - notice your heart and then breathe through it.
"3) Now find a positive emotion, and let it move into your heart on that breath. Think of someone you love, a pet, a beautiful place like this." Again she smiled that white smile. She turned inward again. The room grew quiet and inward with her. Sagesse sighed, smiled, and lowered her hand. "That is it - our most basic technique. We call it the Quick Coherence Technique. We made it as simple and portable as we could because it is meant to be used in the street, the home, the office. Here, try it that way. Think for a moment of something difficult and stressful." Did anyone but Matthew see her eyes flick to him? "When that has come, when you feel the stress, do the QCT. Notice your heart... Breathe through the heart... and bring a positive emotion to your heart. Rest there a moment, in your heart and the breath and the positive emotion.
"We have found - there is real research with publication in reviewed journals - that our techniques have reduced stress in the lives of people with very high stress. Police, for instance. It seems to work."
"We will take a little break, and then if you like try a few more. Thank you." Sagesse placed her hands together before her heart and bowed. Now all the students bowed back to her. She turned and bowed to Augusta, deeply, and as she rose she smiled oh so subtly at Matthew too.
She came to both of them. "Was it OK?" Augusta smiled. "It was more than OK. It was magnificent. You have a real talent to teach..."
Sagesse contrived to combine a happy puppy being praised, and a woman of dignity. "It all feels so didactic, so teach-y, sometimes."
Augusta laughed. "Yes, but the people who come here want to be taught. You do not have the problem Matthew has, pews full of people who want to finish their churchgoing and go out in the sun, who resent every extra sermon-word. Here, people come and want to hear you."
She glanced at Matthew. "Was I effective?" and "What will I have to pay for being effective, oh man I might love?" were mixed on her face.
He looked directly into her eyes. "You are really good. You want to come preach, if I ever get a parish back?" She laughed, and reached out and brushed his arm, then looked down. I am, he thought, like a cat lying in the sun - lucky, so lucky.
The break was quick. People came up to ask Sagesse about the book and her teaching. Augusta took the opportunity to go outside, and Matthew realized he had never seen her leave during a break. Was it part of being a teacher, always to be available? He knew that to be a priest was to be available at any time. But must Augusta be available at every time, all the time? What bone-wearying work it must be, then. Was anyone there for her, he wondered.
Sagesse put up a hand, saying "A moment, please," and stood. She walked out, and Matthew followed her. She went into the toilet, and he into the men's, and both returned looking relieved. "The great flow. 'Ah,' one must say." She grinned. "Ah!" he replied.
"I love this work, you know?" she said. "I feel like I give something they can carry around, and it will help them survive. Help them be well, even. When I saw some of the teachers in some truly cruel schools... You know, they came and learned it. We were teaching it for them, so they could take the awful stress. And the first thing they did was to take it and teach it to their kids. Kids who lived in the projects, they took these tools home and used them. It just makes me cry." Matthew looked into her eyes and saw there, as she said, the shining tears. "Helping a little," she went on, "it really helps..."
Matthew thought about the kid who had confessed in the lobby of General Hospital. "I know,” he said.
She touched his arm again, and almost spoke. Then she turned and walked quickly back into the practice room.
The rest of the morning was Sagesse again, applying what she had taught to various situations. An interruption technique in which one used the heart-focus to stop looping in unfortunate thoughts and feelings. A dissolving technique in which one brought long-term pain to the heart, and allowed the heart to dissolve the pain layer by layer, like a jawbreaker candy. Finally she introduced a method of just soaking in the heart, a kind of meditation in the heart's juices which could then be offered to others, a gift of coherence. Sagesse suggested that people do it with their partners, and make the offering be to them first and later to any situation they thought called for it. Augusta then waved her over to sit facing Matthew, so they could practice together, and resumed the teacher's seat.
There was not much to say. She had already given the instructions. She sat before Matthew and began to breathe deeply and quietly. Matthew also breathed in with a soft breath. As he rested more and more into a soft cycle of breath, attention, and heart, he could feel his heart jumping and settling, jumping, settling, like a drummer who adds a beat to the rhythm at irregular moments. He attempted to follow the rhythm, and part of his attention remained there. But with each breath he found he was sinking more deeply into a state that felt like the golden light he had seen. This might be what coherence meant, he thought.
Then he looked up, and found that Sagesse had already raised her eyes. They were looking at each other with neither a frown not a smile, without the reassurances that lovers and beloveds continuously feed to each other. They looked into each other's eyes, cycling deeper in, without washing up. Matthew saw that there was a tiny amount of infection in her eye, the white that can accumulate in the night. An imperfection. He saw simply that it was in her eyes. He looked and did not know that he was memorizing every thing he saw, drinking it in and storing it for ever. Drinking, some cells seemed to know, like a camel desertbound. His spirit was stable; his body hungered; his energy played over her like flame on wood, memorizing. Sagesse looked back at him and truly he did not know what passed through her mind. It was not his skill. What he did know was that with every moment he was more surely in her space. Not her thoughts, but in a sky that had her flavor, so faint and fumelike that were he not a lover of her flavor he would not know - but he did.
Augusta's voice came out of a background that seemed epochs away. "Allow," she said, "the qualities you have soaked in to go out to your partner." Matthew did not wish to let go, and he did. The awareness of Sagesse's delicate flavor that he had tasted with his heart, now flowed out to her again. At the same time her awareness of him returned to him, flowing over him and through him. He was lost in her knowing him knowing her knowing him, and all of it resting in a space that now had the flavor of no one person at all.
"...and out, " said Augusta, "out, a gift to the beings of the worlds. The Muslims say that, 'all the worlds.' Let it go out, a blessing to all the worlds, joining all the blessors of these worlds.”
Sagesse was breathing out, and so was Matthew. It was going to they knew not where. Something was smiling, and Matthew realized it was his heart, and Sagesse's at the same time.
"This afternoon is free time," she went on. "We have done a lot in the last few days. Take some time off, and we will resume tomorrow for the morning session."
Sagesse stood up, suddenly, bowed to Augusta and turned her back to Matthew and left the practice room.
He looked after her, uncertain, distressed.
Chapter 28
He walked into the dining room as people were lining up in front of the as usual quite delicious lunch, and heard Walter announce, "I am going to drive down into town this afternoon. It will probably be several hours, as I am a stranger here and will no doubt get quite lost. Would anyone like to go also?"
Sagesse raised her hand. "I would," she said. She did not look at Matthew nor at anyone else. "Perhaps we could eat in town?"
"Of course," replied Walter, surprised and with pleasure dawning like the sun rising at Cape Cod.
With no more words, the two of them left the room. No one looked at Matthew.
He felt a feeling he had forgotten, forgotten and had been glad to forget. His heart began to contract, groping for a hand-hold on the face of disaster. He had felt, could not help feeling, Walter's growing delight, his opening and hope. He was a man ready to fall in love for the first time in his life, a desert where the rain was falling that had not fallen in his whole span; and a beautiful and fascinating woman had just said she wanted to spend the day with him. Walter's heart had opened with delight and a hope he had never known, and moved toward Sagesse. He had all the power of an accomplished and mature man, and the hunger of a teenager, and they were flowing unstoppably at the woman Matthew loved.
And Sagesse? The heart he had just merged into, suddenly was closed to him. He could feel nothing at all turned towards him. But he could feel the same lovely mind and soul opening, flattered and cool, towards Walter.
Matthew's palms sweated and he found it difficult to stand. He had forgotten this feeling...
Lunch forgotten, he went outside, and saw Walter's rented PT Cruiser heading down the hill, with two people inside. Were they already lost in conversation and laughing. His armpits hurt, his eyes were too tight to weep. He had thought, he had believed, that after all the years of hunger he had found for seven days someone he could rely on. Someone he could let his heart and soul be open to, someone who would be mother and lover to him while he was circled wagons and rainstorm to her. He thought he was trading all his vows, but trading them for gold, for life more abundant.
He felt seven years old. He felt devastated. A few moments of deep merging, deep touching, in which he came to be, as he had when he came to be in relationship with the only person in his world. Then he felt his mad mother vanishing and he did not know where she had gone, while friends’ parents were suddenly caretakers and he was staying on a couch in a dark room. He had forgotten.
If you open your skin and pour yourself out into an offering basin then, if someone drops the bowl, you die. It was madness. He had overcome the madness. He had given it up.
He had forgotten how his love with the Sioux swift had really ended. He had forgotten opening more and more - why would one not, having found the Friend? - and needing more and more. It made him sound so innocent, so needful and trusting and betrayed. There was more. He had forgotten the more.
How, on a sunny day when his Métive friend had said she had something to do, he had asked "What?" with a cutting grasping tone. How he had quizzed her and insisted that of course her time was his. Not her time. No. Her attention. That same wide-ranging attention that had made the Swift attractive must focus quite exclusively on him. It must.
Not for power's sake, but because he needed it. Some strange part of himself, an observer sitting on a shelf and looking down said that all his charm, all his distant but fascinating dances and gavottes and witticism and mysticisms, came from one reality. He had never been weaned. His poor, mad mother had tried. But she had gotten little in her youth, had little to give, could not give him the total soul-wide merging that was this child's instinctive demand. Could not see it, sympathize with it, and gradually teach him he lived now on land and not in the beloved ocean. He had not been weaned, and that first attracted and then drove off just those who could feel it. There had been a "Dear Matthew ..." letter. The Swift had fallen in love with another. Then she was married to him. Matthew remembered with shame but a steady eye his heart's triumph when he had heard years later that she had divorced that other.
It didn't matter. By the time he was halfway through her letter, workmen were nailing boards over the doors and windows of his heart. He would never be satisfied, but by the Living God he would never need again. He would go into the Desert. Jesus went there. There must be a trail. He would go where there was no promise, to be broken, of enough. He had forgotten.
But he had not forgotten what came next. His body would reveal everything he was going through. There would be no pretending that all was well. He could feel the sweat beginning to come out of his skin in the cool spring day, and the shaking. And the pictures, with feelings like subtitles.
He did not want to see the pictures, because he did not want to feel the feelings. They began. Sagesse turned in her seat in the car traveling down the wild highway, attentive and half-smiling toward Walter. Walter telling stories, smiling. A beautiful woman draws charm to the surface of a man, draws it by gravity. He would be witty, his eyes shining. She would laugh, and be mysterious. The flow would begin between them, a quiet flow but a flow that was not coming to Matthew. His hands clawed. He despised himself. This was the price of an inner vision - one could not stop it. Not stop it without the little glowing hosts of Dr. Aram's religion. God, how could he have left them in San Francisco? How was he going to make it through these next days. Perhaps someone would take him inland, where he could find a bus and flee. Marta. Marta had been through this hell. She would not make him admit the pictures, now of Walter and Sagesse walking side by side into a wonderful restaurant halfway down the coast, accidentally touching as they walked in. Energy and flow, promise of more to come, what he thought was his turned and given away by someone he thought he could trust.
How strange that in the end, jealousy is always of attention. Not sex, not touch, not company - of attention.
How could he have forgotten the price of wanting another person, of opening to her? It was what his black cassock meant, after all - that he was dead to the world. Why was he not dead to the glory of night dark space-wide eyes? How could he have forgotten, forgotten until he was opened, and the liverymen of his life had brought out all the unopened trunks of his love and pried the locks off and carried all the contents to her, tribute before a queen?
Never weaned? How could they call him Dr. Joy, Sigmund the Viennese who made this awareness unavoidable. He must suffer, there was no turning that river now; and thanks to Dr. Joy he must hold himself in contempt at the same time. Like a cat growing old, who still pushes and pulls with his claws on a mother not there, he had never been weaned.
God, he hoped Sagesse had a wonderful dinner. It was expensive; he was paying in full. Walter, whom he wanted to kill, was a hungry dog who was being fed for the first time. Of course he dropped his face to the plate and wagged his tail. How could he not?
And what moved Sagesse? Matthew did not think. One does not think when one can see; but can one forget what one does see? The two of them at a white-linened table looking south along the coast. A good wine in a good glass, raised in toast. Matthew could feel Walter's hunger, and his hope. Matthew had trained enough in his religion of crucifixion to wish him a little bit well, for a minute, a flicker, a flash. But Sagesse? He could not see, could not feel into her heart. A barrier he did not know could be raised was up, and he was held out. Something he did not know could happen. He thought once the drawbridge was down, it was so forever. It was so for him. Silly boy.
He needed to get to his own space, alone, before others saw him. He glanced at the dining hall. Still eating. Could it have only been so little time?
It was going to be a long afternoon.
He went blindly down the trail to his cabin, went inside, closed the door. Thank God he had a cabin to himself. Not even taking his shoes off, he grasped his pillow and did not, pointedly did not, think of who it reminded him of, closed his eyes and began repacking his heart. He lay on his side on the sagging bed and pulled the tokens of his love out of space, swept them up off the floor of the royal audience chamber where they had been abandoned, and savagely stuffed them back into the ventricles and auricles of his soul. He would not say "heart;" hearts were hers. The chambers of his windowless soul. She deserved some tribute. He would leave her both ears and the tail. Everything else, he packed.
He could not believe that he had slept, but he must have. There was a knock at the door. "Matthew. Matthew?" Pause, knock, knock. "Father Shalgry, open the goddamn door." That would have to be Marta in all her piety. "Patience, Sister. I am counting my blessings."
He opened the door. "Christ, Matthew, you look ... not so great." She swept in. "Nice cabin. You get one of your own. The priests always get the good stuff. I am stuffed in a cabin with a snorer. What is going on?"
She sat on the unused bed facing his. He sat on his own. "A little jealousy. I'd forgotten jealousy."
"Ah yes," said Marta. "It does hurt."
"Marta, I have no right to her. She's married to another man. I know that. But when she drove off today, I thought I was going to die."
Marta walked over to his bed. With a bump of her rump, she cleared herself a space. She sat and put her hand on his shoulder. "Talk to the bartender, Matthew." When he said nothing, she went on, "How long has it been since your last confession?"
"You shit," he breathed, "You absolute shit." Marta clucked, "That will be much additional penance, for disrespect.” He was in no mood to be joshed out of his misery, but against his will he half smiled. "About thirty-five years, I think... I haven't felt this since the little Swift left."
"I could have warned you," said his confessor, "about falling in love with a woman." Matthew laughed, rolling on his back and laughed. His cheeks were stinging. When had he cried? He did not remember crying.
"Jesus, Matthew - it is a good thing you wear a dress. You have the emotions of a 13 year old girl."
"Do they still wear dresses?" Matthew tried to smile.
"Move over," said Martha. She lay down beside him, back to him, and pulled his arm over her. He held her, feeling her warmth but not one little bit of flow. Good. That was packed.
"I feel awful, Marta."
"Well that's a match, Matthew. You look awful too." He squeezed her, nuzzled her back, and fell toward his friend unconsciousness.
He awoke to find that Marta had gone. He felt such gratitude for her. When he needed company, she had simply come. When he needed someone to hold, she was there. Knowing his storm, she had asked for no words. Where had he earned such a friend?
It was late. Did he want to face a dinner table at which Sagesse either would or would not be present? Could he arrange a table in a neighboring reality in which she had never come to this retreat? Or one where he had not, where he was sitting at Ramon's table with a good book and thoughts, rather than being here surrounded, drowned in feelings. No wonder people liked to dissociate and stay in their heads. Feelings can hurt. Especially when they started by feeling so good that you had opened yourself wide.
Right. Packing. Closing. Think Florida coast, hurricane alert. Nailing boards over windows. This was not a time to be open. This was a time to be emotionally, energetically unavailable, with a nice gloss of social cheer on top. This time sucked, he thought to himself.
A walk. There was enough light to make a quick trip up the hill. He left his cabin. With the quick reflex of the heartbrain he scanned the parking lot. The PT Cruiser was back. Why did Europeans so like that car? It was back, they were back, and he really wanted to be up the hill, thank you.
He walked behind the other cabins and joined the trail there. It rose up through the trees, and then came clear above the retreat center. The sea stretched so far out, and the hills on either side. The gulls and the ravens shared this strip of coast, and quarreled over sitting rights but generally found peace. He could too.
"Jesus, my friend, was this punishment?" he asked.
The answer came with a whiff of surprise. "No. No, of course not."
"Then what is it?"
The sense of presence, with a characteristic humor that Matthew always thought was the flavor of a first century Aramaic speaker living under the third or was it the fifth occupier of His country, answered him.
"It's called pain, Matthew." A pause. "Pain often goes with loving someone, in my experience."
Why didn't He ever seem to capitalize His pronouns, Matthew wondered. "Yes. You would know, wouldn't You?"
"But Matthew," came the same Voice.
"Yes, Lord?"
"Not only pain. Don't get all crazy about the pain, like people do."
"But Lord..." Was he arguing with his God, thought Matthew. Or with his own thoughts?
"Matthew, I know, I really do. It was an awful night of betrayal. It was a morning of whipping, and afternoon of agony. It was three days harrowing hell. That is all true. And you know what, Matthew?"
Matthew was silent. He did not.
"Then it was resurrection. Waking up in a body of glory, the stone rolled back. Resurrection is true too. Easter hats and all."
Matthew shook his head. Good thing, he thought, that he had not told Dr. Aram about these little conversations. He would have gotten special lodging, for that. Good thing in fact he had not told Sister Madeleine and the Archbishop, either. He was in enough trouble.
"Lord," he began. Funny how the God of Abraham and Isaac never seemed to read his mind unless invited. Funny how polite the King of the Universe could be.
"Yes Matthew?"
"Did you ever fall in love?"
"Yes, Matthew." A moment's silence. "Rather often, in fact."
"I didn't mean Creator-creature love, Lord."
"Neither did I."
"Oh." Matthew thought for a moment. "Anybody we know about?"
"Thinking of writing a book, are we Matthew?"
Matthew started to grin, then remembered his grievance. "Lord, what am I going to do about this woman? I love her, and its torturing me."
"Are you blaming Love for your jealousy? Matthew noticed that Love did sound capitalized. "Good luck making that case, Father."
"What do I do?"
"Love her, Matthew."
"But no 'special relationship,' right?" Matthew was bitter, more bitter than he knew he could be.
"If I tell you that your connection with her brings good into the world, will you get all crazy on me, Matthew?"
Matthew thought for a moment. It doesn't really work to lie to the Infinite One. "Probably," he admitted.
"Well then..."
Matthew waited. Silence waited with him. Finally he almost shouted, "You know, You can be so mean sometimes!"
Matthew turned and looked at the sea. He sighed. OK, he had talked with his God. Now for the hard part. He started down the trail.
He had wondered, so often, as he listened to confessions, how people got themselves into such messes. How they would have a life that seemed so stable, and then suddenly would go off in pursuit of a new love, a new life. Why did they do it?
Now he knew. They did it, in search of life. And what happened? Someone else, also in search of life, cut across their bow. That is how shipwrecks happen in harbors. That seems to be how they happen in love too.
He did not have enough time really to speculate. He needed to harden up, so he would not make a fool of himself when he entered that dining hall. He began to brace, half consciously, tightening his shoulders and then allowing the surface of his body to go dead. It wasn't hard, really - just do the opposite of what Augusta taught. Instead of moving, freeze up. Instead of making a sound that might make the body move, make the feelings move, just grit the teeth and maintain a deep rigid silence. Instead of breathing deeply, breathe shallowly. There, nicely done. Now paint a nonchalant smile on the face, let no one see his eyes. He was ready.
He walked into the hall, and scanned. There, there she was, without Walter he noticed - interesting - and sitting with a group near the window. He went and got his food, piling more mashed potatoes on than he really needed but they were so good for deadening feelings. And just angle the back so, so that his natural direction on leaving the serving table happened not to go by Sagesse's table; and then off to sit there, it happened with people he had not really talked to before but with his face blessedly away from the window and the window's inhabitants. "May I sit here?" he asked. "Of course, please sit down!" Surprise, curiosity, pleasure - why is he sitting with us? "So," he began, "What did you do with your day off?"
"We went down to the coast, Father." "Matthew," he said automatically. "I'm here undercover." He waggled his eyebrows in Groucho Marx confidentiality. "Right. Sorry. Matthew. Well we went down to the water, and it is so very beautiful. You can hear the seals barking the whole time." "Ah," he said to - was her name Melody? "Do you live far from the coast, Melody?" Most people, he found, love to hear themselves talking about themselves. With luck... But Melody failed him. After a sentence or two about her Michigan home, she asked him, "And you, Matthew? What did you do today?"
Why I spent the afternoon in a rage of inexcusable foolish jealousy, thanks. Wouldn't have made it if my good friend Marta the ex-sister, retired from her convent for too much love, hadn't come by and comforted me. And I am counting the minutes until I can escape back to my cabin. "I napped a bit," he said aloud. "This work can be very demanding." Blessed understatement. He wondered again if there were buses running along the coast, and when they headed towards the city. A parish emergency, that would do. He didn't have a parish, but who would know? Except Augusta, but right now he felt more like a piece of wood than a student of hers. Just a log, waiting for the old sawmill.
The two remaining people at the table were men, a gay couple from Iowa - Iowa? - and they sensed a certain social strain in the air. Charles and Roy were kind enough to fill the air with banter about California wines, of which it seems that they had made a study. They inquired if he drank wine. "Rarely, I am more a beer man. Of course, I have a bit of wine at Mass every day." That led to a discussion of the proof of the wine - "How much spirit in the Lord?" inquired Roy wickedly. "Eighteen percent," answered Shalgry promptly. "Who decides," asked Melody, interested despite herself. Shalgry sought his most ominously wicked look and found it and put it on, "The Inquisition decided." Three round mouths of shock. "Really," Shalgry replied. "And who was going to argue with the Inquisition?" And everybody laughed. This is going rather well, thought Matthew.
A hand on his shoulder. He looked back, and saw Marta. And behind her Sagesse. Jesus. "Hello, Matthew. Could we bother you for a minute?" Charles, clearly better informed than he had let on, said "Matthew, we'll have some very decent Chardonnay for you when you get back." He really saw no way to escape, so he rose and turned. He followed the two women out onto the porch, to a swing that faced the sea, quite invisible but roaring in the dark. He looked at Marta. What is the feminine of Judas, he wondered? "Sit, please," she said. "Both of you. I think you have some talking to do." Sagesse seemed about as eager to sit as he was. Nice to have something in common, he thought. She sat. He sat at the other end of the swing, leaving enough room between them for two seagulls and a seal.
"The topic," said Marta, mistress of the subtle, "is what happened or did not happen this afternoon. And also, what is going to happen from now until Sunday noon." She glared at them like miscreant teenagers. She looked like she might say more – this will be on the final? thought Matthew - and then turned on the ball of her foot and stalked off.
"Tough friend you have there," murmured Sagesse. Matthew's anger escaped the close bonds of his control. "On the second topic, how about 'Nothing'?" he said through narrow lips.
Sagesse said nothing, looking out into the dark. What was that bird that screeched like a godwit in the night? And who had named a bird 'godwit' in the first place?
Sagesse finally spoke. "Matthew, it is so not your business but nothing happened today. Walter wanted company in town, I wanted to see that town and get a deep breath." He looked at her. How could a woman who taught about hearts understand so little, he wondered. "Right," he said.
She was quiet for a moment. "Is that all you have to say?" she asked at last.
What do you want me to do, woman? Humiliate myself by telling you what I went through? He understood why some men never speak about their feelings. It was like probing a wound with the arrow still in it, and the bow was sitting in front of him. What had Jesus said - "benefit." Right. If it weren't for the Crucified One, he would just blow this off, stand up, walk away, make excuses to Augusta and find a bus - a taxi if he had to - off this cliff face. "It was painful," he answered.
"It was just a little visit into the town," protested Sagesse. "And besides, you don't own me."
No, I don't. David, maybe, but surely not me. When you give yourself to someone, they do own you, don't you know that Wisdom? Don't you know you owned me, and jerked me around a way you could only do if you had my heart in your hand? Like kicking a dog who comes to you because he loves you. Like that.
"No," he said. "No I don't." Might as well go for broke, he thought, so I will never have to be sorry I didn't say it, never have to wonder if it might have made a difference years from now when I am sleeping alone in some rectory. "It hurt because I only get to know you for five days, Sagesse." Hope that makes you happy, Jesus. "I don't have much to give, I know, but I gave it all to you. I hoped we could grab this time and make... make an offering like Augusta said." He looked down at the rough wood of the swing. He had said it. He had taken the scab off and said, if you want you can poke again and the tender place is here, right here. He was too tired to brace himself.
It was awfully quiet at the other end of the swing. He looked up. She was looking out at the invisible godwits. She turned to face him. She looked stricken. She clasped her hands and then rubbed them together and against the legs of her tailored pants. Elegant woman.
"I'm sorry, Matthew," she said. "I needed a ... a little time away."
You will have that, thought Matthew. In his heart he knew one thing: whatever happened, he would not give all of himself like this again. He would always have a little suitcase with his essential heart in it, so that no one could get to it, always ready to travel right away. Into town, to get a little time away, far away from this black haired woman with skin the color of regular coffee. Isn't that what they called coffee with cream in Boston? Regular coffee and cinnamon were on his never-again list. If he could just find all the fragments of his heart, which seemed to have broken in so many pieces while she was holding it, he would pack them away from any hands touching them again and maybe in his lonely apartment he would try to glue them together.
Jesus, will you never let me alone? I have no forgiveness, because she doesn't even know what she did. What is the point, Lord? He tried to find gentle, since he couldn't find kind. "Sagesse, there are nicer ways to fire a love than in public, with no words, and suddenly. I hope you treat David better than that. Christ, I hope you treat Herr PT Cruiser better than that, you know? Some of us are slightly fragile..."
He was losing it, he knew. He really did not want to whine in front of this woman, this deep sweet crème brulée that he had so wanted to savor for all the time given him, to love because she was going home to someone who worshipped her - if David had any sense - and he was going home to an empty apartment and an altar on the wall. We're going to be playing a lot of pinochle, Lord.
He found he was standing. Maybe she was reaching out a hand. He didn't know, he was not seeing too well right now. "Goodnight, Beauty." Had he said that, said that out loud? He walked quickly away before that sound coming up in his chest got out.
He walked quickly through the thank god nearly empty dining hall. Charles saw his face, and raised a half empty bottle of likely very fine Chardonnay and his eyebrow at the same time. Shalgry was grateful, but he could not face people at this moment. He did his best to smile, and shook his head, and kept going. Out the door, across the dark grounds and into the shared toilets. He washed his face. He didn't want to go into that cabin again, but he really needed to hide.
He trudged to his small house. He found his rosary. Didn't want to talk with Jesus right now, maybe his mother would not bring up Sagesse's curved nose, a knife from India. Hail Mary Ah Dhih Hung, Om Ah Full of grace Svaha. He held one bead between his fingers and lowered his head. You know, celibacy is a very good idea.
He crawled into bed. He would not sleep, he knew; but it was cold in these little barewalled cabins.
Chapter 29
*** Thursday
He awoke with the white-grey light of a foggy dawn coming through the cabin's one window. Someone was knocking at the door. Good grief, was it Marta here to remonstrate with him about his failures? She was sweet, she was an incredibly good friend, she was the older sister he did not have, but there were times when she... He found himself standing in the dawn doorway, looking into Sagesse's black eyes. She did not look like she had slept much.
"Matthew, do you know someone who can hear my confession?"
"I did not even know you were Catholic. I thought you were Hindu." He was trying to find his mind, which must be around here somewhere.
"My mother had me baptized. She insisted. Does that make me eligible?"
"I guess so," said Shalgry. "After breakfast?" He was totally baffled. Whatever the initiative in relationships was, she had it.
"I need to do it now, Father."
"Planning on expiring, are we?" He shook his head. Never a dull moment at a Karlsdottir retreat. He was glad he had neglected to undress last night. He had been in a swivet about, oh yes, this very penitent.
"Come on in. Please, have a seat there," he pointed to the unused bed, the only place to sit except on his own quite slept-in bed. He went to his Mass kit, opened it and extracted the stole. Violet, right, appropriate for confessions. He put it around his neck. He wished he had time to brush his teeth.
"How long has it been since your last confession?"
"Um, forever?"
Great, he thought. Now he had to guide her through a confession he probably did not want to hear, and then must pretend he had not heard.
"All right. You tell me what it is that you have done that you think is wrong. I don't judge it. I listen, maybe ask a few questions, then when you are finished, I absolve you. Or God does, but I have a franchise. And then customarily I give you a small penance to do."
"How do I start?"
"When I was a child, the custom was, 'Forgive me father for I have sinned.' But however you think is right will do."
She paused a moment, then put her hands in the Hindu prayer posture in front of her heart.
"Forgive me father, for I have sinned."
She told him what was in her heart. It pierced him right through his heart, but he kept his invisible collar on. When she said, "That's all," he said to her the words: "I absolve you from your sins, in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. That's all. If you are sorry, truly sorry for any reason, those sins are forgiven.”
"Even by you?"
He took his stole off and held it in his hands while he looked down at it. "Sagesse, maybe you don't know this, but I can't ever talk about what you said in confession. Even with you... if you want to talk with me about it, you will have to tell me outside of confession."
He rose to put his stole back in the Mass kit.
"OK." She took a deep breath. "Matthew, I went with Walter to that town just to make you jealous. I wanted to make you crazy, hoping you would break it off because I could not. I wanted to hurt you so you would move away from me. I used poor lonely Walter like a Kleenex, a bit part in our drama." She paused. "I want you, Father. Even though I am married to David and I love him, I want you. Even though it could wreck your life and mine and his." She looked down, and she looked so miserable that Matthew could not find it to be angry at her any more. "Now can we talk about it, Matthew?"
He breathed in. He breathed out. "Yes," he said. "Now we can."
"My penance, father. What do I have to do?"
Wrap me up in those milky-tea-colored arms, he thought. All the day and night until Sunday, and may Sunday never come. "Help figure out what is kindest for Walter, I guess. Better than a lot of Hail Mary's."
"And..." he went on.
"Yes," she said.
"Meet me at breakfast. Let us not break his heart by walking in together. And..."
"And?"
"And I really need to brush these teeth. See you at breakfast."
Morning was full of the fog that walks between trees and makes all sounds close. Matthew realized that he was not going up the mountain today. "Sorry Lord, will you keep me company anyway" A ghostly nod. If you are going to have a God, one who keeps you company on a confused foggy morning is the best, he thought. He scratched the back of his head and went towards the dining hall.
Marta was coming down the hill as he walked there. "Hello Matthew. Taking the morning off?"
"Not exactly. Had a visitor this morning who wanted her confession heard."
"Really," said Marta. "Was it interesting?"
"She was kind enough to repeat it outside the confessional so I can say, yes." He took a deep breath. "Thank you, Marta."
"You're welcome. You are both too lovely to give each other up for stupid."
"Thank you, Marta."
"You know," she raised a thoughtful finger to her lips, "That makes a nice litany..."
Matthew laughed. "It does, doesn't it?"
Sagesse was not to be seen. Walter was, with Roy and Charles. Matthew, with Marta in tow, asked, "Is this spot taken?" and put his coat on the chair beside Walter. Returning with a plate full of ham, mushrooms and eggs, he placed it there. "Anyone want coffee?" Laden with cups, he returned. "Good morning all. Like our foggy coast?" There were mild laughs. Someone quoted Mark Twain. "It's just as cold in winter," replied Shalgry. Marta lifted her coffee cup, and said, "You know, the worst part of being a nun wasn't the 'none' part, it was the coffee." "You should try Army coffee," replied Roy. "Theater coffee," added Charles. "It's OK," said Matthew, looking at Walter. "Oh, all right," replied that worthy, lifting his cup. "American coffee."
The laughter broke the tension. Roy and Charles talked about the Army where they had met. Somehow they had managed to keep their secret, in Vietnam and in the US, and were discharged honorably. Now the Veterans Administration was keeping them both in reasonably healthy old age. "If it weren't for the killing," said Roy, "the Army would be wonderful. All those men in uniform. And out." He blinked in amazement. Then they excused themselves and took their dishes to the dishwasher's window.
"You know, Father, I must confess..." began Walter in a confidential voice.
"Not at breakfast," murmured Shalgry.
Walter lifted an eyebrow. "...that if I could have, I'd have stolen her away from you. I really would have. But all she talked about was you and that doctor. Her priest and her husband." He sipped the coffee, made a face, and set the cup down. "I did not have a chance. No robe and no knife. It is not fair, Father, but it seems to be how it is. So - congratulations." Walter extended a hand. Shalgry looked into his eyes and saw past the long halls of hail-fellow-well-met a sadness and a hopelessness that chilled his heart. I am glad it is he, and not I, that lost; but look at those glaciers in there, he thought.
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