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~ OOKING FOR NEW WAYS in which experience is appropri- 
ated as sacred is not so much a matter of a scholar's 
research as it is one of being 'surprised by joy ' .  Sometimes 
that joy is preceded by a shock which initially imparts a 

disturbance in the mind and emotions but then gives way to 
delight. That  is exactly what happened to me as I undertook the 
writing o f  this article. The experience itself has provided both a 
theme and a starting place. 

In preparing for a course in ministry to be offered to deacons 
among the native people in northern Ontario I took up Vincent 
Donovan's book about missions entitled Christianity rediscovered. As 
this teaching experience was to be a new venture for me, I was 
hoping to find some methodology that would help me to become 
more knowledgeable of a cultural context radically different from 
the often speculative and highly academic aura of the university 
where I teach. The particular passage that proved to be the catalyst 
for my thinking, as well as providing the title for this article, might 
be described as Fr Donovan's  hermeneutic of 'suspicion'. 

In attempting to evangelize the Masai, a fiercely independent 
semi-nomadic tribe of herders spread over thirty thousand square 
miles O f Tanzania,  Fr Donovan met a people who have successfully 
resisted change for thousands of years. Young Masai people who 
have become Christians through attendance at mission schools 
almost inevitably return to a way of life foreign to Christianity 
when they resume tribal life. This reality led Fr Donovan to 
suspect the patterns of evangelizing. Rather than enticing the 
Masai to Christianity through education and health care in the 
context of Western cultural patterns, he set out to meet the people 
in their own communities, much in the manner of St Paul. 
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O v e r w h e l m e d  by  d i scouragement ,  his own faith unde rwen t  a 
crisis and  he began  to doub t  that  Chr i s t i an i ty  was valid for the 

M a s a i - - a n d  pe rhaps  even  for himself.  I t  was a Masa i  catechist  
who re-enkindled  his bel ief  wi th  a s tory abou t  hunt ing .  

Fr  D o n o v a n ' s  y o u n g  nat ive  assistant r ecoun ted  that  the way  a 

person  believes in Masa i  cul ture  is not  s imply  ' to  agree  to ' .  Th is  
kind of  bel ieving,  he noted,  was like that  of  a 'whi te  hun t e r  

shoot ing an an imal  wi th  his gun  f rom a great  distance.  O n l y  his 
eyes and  his fingers took par t  in the act ' .  1 But  really to have  faith 
is to be  sought  out  by  G o d  m u c h  in the way  that  a lion seeks out  
its p r e y - - n o s e  and  eyes seeking it out ,  speed to catch it, and all 
the power  of  its body  present  in the blow of  its paw which kills it 
before the lion ' e m b r a c e s '  it and  takes it to himself.  ' W e  did not  
search you  ou t ' ,  the catechist  r e m i n d e d  F r  D o n o v a n ,  

' . . .  you searched us out. You told us of the High God, how we 
must search for him, even leave our land and our people to find 
him. But we have not done this. We have not left our land. We 
have not searched for him. He has searched for us. He has 
searched us out and found us. All the time we think we are the 
lion. In the end, the lion is God'  .2 

T h e  above  passage  served to underscore  what  has been  a growing 
convict ion for me  in t e rms  of  educat ional  methodology .  At  the 
same t ime,  I found that  the dep th  of  such intellectually held 
convict ions does not  a lways reach  those levels that  are sources of  
our  mos t  deeply  held feelings and  percept ions .  For  some t ime  I 
had  been  deeply  convinced  that  the facil i tation of  adult  l ea rn ing  
encourages  persons  to t rus t  in their  own resources  as well as those 
of  the ' expe r t s ' .  W h e n  this pr inciple  is appl ied to theological 
educa t ion  the challenge is even greater .  H e r e  is an area  of  s tudy 
where ,  until  ve ry  recent ly  (and  even  now very  tentat ively) ,  we 
have  not been  encouraged  to t rust  ou r  own resources no r  to look 
within  our  own exper ience  as a source of  the sacred. 

Yet  in m y  own search for a ' m e t h o d '  I found  myse l f  pa radox-  
ically cont rad ic t ing  wha t  I so s t rongly bel ieved bu t  did not  fully 
trust.  Even  m o r e  impor tan t ly ,  I also discovered that  the m e t a p h o r -  
ical l anguage  of  the y o u n g  M a s a i  catechist  disclosed new levels of  
m e a n i n g  for m y  own faith experience.  W h a t  I learned  was to 

arr ive aga in  at wha t  I a l ready  k n e w  b u t  now in a surpr is ing way  
that  t r iggered  new quest ions  and  deeper  real izat ions in myse l f  
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about the manifold ways that God is experienced in the situations 
of life. As a result, Fr Donovan's book provided for me a kind of 
framework around which to articulate my thoughts in this article, 
as well offering me a context within which to approach the native 
deacons. 

For Vincent Donovan, the story of the lion was to provoke a 
new perception of such depth that left him hurting not just in his 
head, but 'all over'. Rather than 'bringing the faith' to a pagan 
people he was shocked into the realization of what theologian 
Dermot Lane has described as 'one of the most significant develop- 
ments in Christian theology in this century' .  3 'God comes to 
man (woman) in experience', writes Lane. 'We receive God in 
experience. We do not project, create, or posit God in experience. 
Rather we find God, already there ahead of us, in human experi- 
ence. '4 The Masai catechist had intuitively recognized what Fr 
Donovan had come to through a painful crisis. 

For me, the passage was to highlight some of my own 'suspicions' 
about faith that is intellectually assented to with a rock-lille convic- 
tion but within which 'the embrace of the lion' is missed. In a 
way that surprised and somewhat startled me a series of questions 
rose up from a level in myself that I had not been present to in 
just this way before. Had I who have been 'blest' with the 
'faith' from childhood, enjoyed commitment to it in religions life, 
contemplated it in depth through theological education, been able 
to experience so clearly and compellingly what this catechist 
described of his own people? Is it possible for a faith that has been 
'received' and assented to intellectually to be the source of life 
without our ever having experienced that ' in the end, the lion is 
God'? Is it possible that we are able to miss the experience of the 
sacred in our very search for God? Is this the meaning of 
T. S. Eliot's provocative phrase: 'We had the experience but 
missed the meaning'  ?5 

Raising these questions which were at first disturbing led me to 
search my own experience more deeply. What I discovered was 
not a new theological conviction. Rather, it was a recognition of 
how I have been 'surprised by joy'  through revelations of the 
sacred in the lives of men and women from sources that are 
outside of the established categories and structures within which the 
experience of God is often thought to be normative. 

To speak of discovering God in our experience is no longer a 
new and startling shift in the exercise of theology--nor was it 
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new for me. Catholic theologians such as Karl Rahner,  Edward 
Schillebeeckx, Bernard Lonergan, David Tracy and others have 
all addressed themselves to human experience as a locus of God's 
on-going revelation. But what is always new and startling is the 
experience itself and the often surprising way that it becomes revel- 
atory of the sacred. Here theology departs from a kind of detached 
consideration of truths of faith as they apply to life and enters into 
the reality of particular experiences of living persons. 

The purpose of this article is not to explore the contours of this 
important theological shift but rather to look at some of the ways 
in which the lived reality has found expression in the human 
experience of women and men who have discovered God and the 
sacred outside of the categories of faith where they had been taught 
to look. This is not to say that our faith is not a source of our 
experience of God, but it is to say that often our declared and 
operative theologies (that is, our understandings of God) are in 
conflict. 

Eliot's phrase about missing the meaning of experience suggests 
that many of us go through life encountering many realities but 
fail to interact with them in depth and breadth. As a result of no 
interaction there is no new insight and understanding. As Bernard 
Lonergan would say, there is only the world of immediate experi- 
ence rather than the world mediated by meaning. 6 When the truths 
of our faith are not rooted in the earth of life's experiences not  
only is there no new insight and understanding but God and the 
sacred become realities outside of life. They become transcendent 
experiences gratuitously offered to a select few who are thought to 
touch the holy in itself apart from creation or mediated through 
human consciousness. At the same time we need to acknowledge 
that God is more than what is mediated through human experience. 

For Lane, one of the primary tasks of theology today is 'how to 
make the individual experientially present to God. The question 
of God is not about the absence of God to the person; it is about 
the absence of the person to G o d ' ]  

While I agree with Lane in establishing the above priority for 
theology, I would like also to highlight the need for theologians to 
reflect on the experiences of women and men today who are 
discovering the sacred within the human realities of life. Reflection 
on these experiences can be very enriching for theology itself where 
it is 'to bring the truths of faith to bear on the human problems of 
life. 
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In the remainder of this article I would like to illustrate some of 
these experiences of the holy which in turn became sources of the 
sacred for myself. Some of them reached me through the narrative 
of story-telling. Others come from shared life experiences of gradu- 
ate students within the context of ministry. 

Story-teUing 
Some of the richest reflection on the experience of the holy 

comes from stories. In the characters who have been touched by 
God we often meet ourselves and find the words and images with 
which to name God anew or perhaps for the first time. Many of 
these stories, particularly when authored by women, reflect the 
search for an experience of God that is rooted in their way of 
knowing and experiencing as women. 

Such reflections are an attempt to reinterpret human experience 
by discovering disclosures of the sacred in a spirituality which is 
embodied. In this way they represent an 'epistornological rupture' 
which challenges the well-known dualisms that have been so present 
in the western Christian tradition. Rather than seeing God as the 
'totally Other ' ,  women in a particular way are challenging this 
subject-object split which had taught them to search for the Divine 
outside of their own bodies so long thought to be the source of 
sin. 8 

Madonna Kolbenschlag, writer, lecturer and researcher has 
noted that: 

All good novels have a few scenes which could justly be called 
archetypal. Like precious jewels, once removed from their settings, 
they glow and refract with universal significance, with nuances 
and resonances that transcend their contextual meaning. 9 

Within the context of this article I offer two such scenes. 
The first is from Alice Walker's Pulitzer prize-winning novel, 

The color purple. It recounts a conversation between two black 
women. Celie is stunted by the memory of a lynched father, a 
deranged mother and a step-father who repeatedly rapes her and 
gives away her children at birth. In the midst of this tyranny, she 
struggles with traditional images of a white, male Deity that reflects 
her degradation and humiliation. For Celie, this God sits in heaven 
'glorying in being deer' to the shameful situation of her life. Like 
so many women who feel alienated by patriarchal categories within 
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which to n a m e  and  to address  God ,  she acknowledges  her  es t range-  
men t  but  admi ts  at the same t ime her  need for G o d ' s  presence  in 
her  life: ' D e e p  in m y  hear t  I care abou t  God . . . i t  a i n ' t  easy, t ry ing  
to do wi thout  G o d ' .  1° 

I t  is only  when  she meets  Shug,  a f l amboyan t  b lues '  s inger who  

shares her  own j o u r n e y  and  describes her  discovery of  the G o d  
within her and  in all things,  tha t  she is freed. 

'Here ' s  the thing', Shug says, ' . . .  the thing I believe. God is 
inside you and inside everybody else. You come into the world 
with God. But only them that search for it inside find it. And 
sometimes it just manifest itself even if you not looking, or don' t  
know what you looking for ... Trouble do it for most folks, I 
think. Sorrow, Lord. Feeling like shit. '11 

Doro thee  Soelle, theologian and  wri ter ,  c o m m e n t s  that  the 
conversa t ion  be tween  the two black w o m e n  is one of  the best  texts 
on religion that  she knows of  in c o n t e m p o r a r y  l i terature.  ' T h e  
exchange  be tween  Celie and  Shug  has a dual  thrust .  O n  the one 
hand ,  it is a cri t ique of  t radi t ional  religion, its God- ta lk  and  its 
God- image ;  on the o ther  hand ,  it is an  a t t empt  to affirm God  in a 
new m a n n e r .  '12 

In  this s tory we find a c rea t ion-cent red  spir i tual i ty in which the 
exper ience  of G o d  and  of the holy is g rounded  in love of  life and  
a w o m a n ' s  e m b o d i m e n t .  S h u g ' s  own j o u r n e y  away  f rom G o d  Seen 
as an old white  m a n  summar i ze s  he r  me tamorphos i s :  

My first step from the old white man was trees. Then air. Then 
birds. Then other people. But one day when I was sitting quiet 
and feeling like a motherless child, which I was, it come to me: 
that feeling of being part of everything, not separate at all. I knew 
that if I cut a tree, my arm would bleed. And I laughed and I 
cried and I run all around the house. I knew just what it was. In 
fact. When it happen, you can't  miss it ... God love everything 
you love--and a mess of stuff you don't...~3 

T h e  second scene is f rom The road past Altamont a novel  which 
takes the reader  into the hear t  of  a child. Gabriel le  Roy ,  a French-  
C a n a d i a n  author ,  si tuates he r  s tory on the prair ies  of  M a n i t o b a  
in Canada .  In  an ear ly chapter ,  y o u n g  Chris t ine  has gone to visit 
her  g r a n d m o t h e r  in a small  ,~il~age where  ' i n  the  complete  i m m o -  
bility of  the prair ie ,  one had  the sense of  be ing  d r awn  forward  on 
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a sort  of  voyage  across an  endless land  of  ever las t ing sameness ' .  ~4 
T h e  bo red  and  compla in ing  Chr is t ine  is p rovoked  into interest  

and  curiosi ty when  her  g r a n d m o t h e r  offers to m a k e  her  a doll. 

Incredulous  that  dolls could be found  anywhere  bu t  in stores, she 
goes nevertheless  to the attic and  br ings  down her  g r a n d m o t h e r ' s  
b ig  scrap bag.  Wi th  bits of  cloth and  a stuffing of  oats,  yellow 
y a r n  for ha i r  and  a piece of  cur ta in  lace and  blue r ibbon  which 
fashioned the dress, the g r a n d m o t h e r  creates a beaut i fu l  doll with 
a pa in ted  face and  real  lea ther  shoes. Awed  b y  the creat ivi ty  of  
this old w o m a n ,  a sense of  g randeur ,  of  infinite solitude came  over  
the little girl. ' Y o u ' r e  like G o d ' ,  she wept  into her  ear.  ' Y o u ' r e  
jus t  like God .  You  can  m a k e  things out  of  no th ing  as he does. '15 

But  the g r a n d m o t h e r ,  even  though  f lat tered at the compar i son ,  
saw G o d  as she saw m a n y  others w h o m  she l o v e d - - i n d e p e n d e n t ,  

selfish . . . 

And God too--even he in many ways has forsaken me. Because 
truly, no matter what the priests say, no matter how hard they 
try to make reason and sense out of it, he allows too many strange 
worrisome things to happen tO us. 16 

But  Chr is t ine  will not  be put  off. Doz i ng  against  her  grand-  
m o t h e r ' s  knees  she sees he r  s to rm into Parad ise  wi th  a great  m a n y  

things to  compla in  about .  

In m y  dream God the Father, with his great beard and stern 
expression, yielded his place to Grandmother,  with her keen, 
shrewd, far-seeing eyes. From now on it would be she, seated in 
the clouds, who would take care of the world, set up wise and 
just laws. Now all would be well for the poor people on earth... 
For a long time I was haunted by the idea that it could not 
possibly be a man who made the world, but perhaps an old woman 
with extremely capable handsJ  7 

I n  the little girl Chr is t ine ,  an  exper ience  of  the sacred reaches 
us f rom the exper ience  of  wonde r  so character is t ic  of  the way  a 
ch i ld  sees things.  A quota t ion  f rom Vi rg in ia  Woo l f  cited in the 
in t roduct ion  to the book  expresses well wha t  the creat ivi ty  of  the 
old w o m a n  reveals:  ' I t  expands  in the m i n d  and  lies there  giving 
off fresh ideas,  emot ions  and  pictures  m u c h  as a m o m e n t  in real 
life will somet imes  only yield its m e a n i n g  long after it has passed ' .  18 
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Shared life experiences 
Dermot Lane notes that: 'A basic characteristic of experience is 

that no one experience discloses the totality of reality'. 19 What he 
is pointing out is the important place that a community plays in 
providing an horizon within which human experience begins to 
make sense. In religious experience this need is all the greater. 
After drawing up a number  of criteria with which to judge the 
'appropriateness' of religious experience, Lane summarizes his 
thought by declaring that: ' . . .  it should be clear that the evalu- 
ation of religious experience, most properly, takes place within the 
circle of religious faith'. 2° 

The following experiences of community interaction in which a 
new sense of the sacred was not only enhanced but in some way 
discovered as well are indicative of the empowerment that comes 
from a shared faith. These experiences occurred within the projects 
for ministry undertaken by two Doctor of Ministry students in the 
Toronto School of Theology for whom I served as faculty sponsor. 

'Aloud and in silent tears' (Heb 5, 7)--the prayer of suffering people 21 
This project was developed at a residential therapeutic centre 

for treatment of those who suffer acute emotional pain. 
The director of this project, herself a well-educated and experi- 

enced spiritual counsellor at the therapeutic centre, had been 
deeply in touch with the suffering of the residents. In her own 
personal sharing with them she had discovered how their own 
struggling attempts to reach God often took the form of a prayer 
of lament. Combing the scriptures with this theme in mind she 
discovered how many of the psalms and the writings of the prophets 
use the language of disorientation in order to describe the raw 
hurts and the overwhelming frustration of personal suffering. Here 
she saw further that to experience in suffering a sense of the sacred 
and to discover God in the midst of acute emotional pain is a 
challenge that touches the utmost limits of the human spirit. 
Whether the sorrows that afflicted the psalmist or the prophet came 
as a result of their God-given freedom or from the illness, disasters 
or 'accidents' of creation, they were faced with having to respond. 

In Jesus 's  own anguishing surrender to God in Gethsemane, 
the director saw a poignant expression of the spirit, goal and 
fruit of such a surrendering response: 'Abba, (Fa the r )he  said. 
Everything is possible for you. Take this cup away from me. But 
let it be as you, not I would have it' (Mk 14,36). The letter to 
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the Hebrews  offered a c o m m e n t a r y  on this central  text of  Chris t ian 
p rayer  as well as p rov id ing  a f ramework  for her  ministry:  

During his life on earth, he offered up prayer and entreaty, aloud 
and in silent tears to the one who had the power to save him out 
of death, and because he submitted so humbly his prayer was 
heard. Although he was Son, he learned to obey through suffering, 
he became for all who obey him the source of eternal salvation 
(Heb 5,7-9). 

T h e  goal of  her  minis t ry  project  was to provide an experience 
of  p raye r  that  was deeply individual  and yet shared with a small 
group.  T h e  di rector  of  the project  expressed her  hopes and convic- 
tions for the par t ic ipants  in the following way. 

I believed that a group of six could provide a trusting and hence 
safe atmosphere within which to bring 'how they were' to God 
and to one another. I was convinced that if they could bring their 
suffering to the 'God-who-suffers-with' something would happen. 
I hoped also that through this experience they would learn about 
themselves and about God and how to meet God from their world 
as it is. 22 

Conf ident  in her  own way that  ' in  the end the lion is God ' ,  she 
recognized that  it was not  she who would offer the p rayer  experi- 
ence, bu t  ra ther  she saw herself  as 'he lping the residents to " l e t  
down the net '  ' - - k  was up  to God  whether  something would happen  
o r  n o t ' .  23 

Ove r  the course of  two months  the six part ic ipants  expressed 
their  own pain  th rough  images,  the wri t ing of a personal  p rayer  
to God  in the form of  a psalm, and the shar ing of  the isolation, 
loneliness and al ienat ion that  were the result of their  own personal  
suffering. W r k i n g  the personal  psalm enabled them ' to br ing  the 
painful,  raw, ragged exper ience  of  life into dialogue with God.  
These  c on t e mpora ry  psalms became powerful  expressions of  pain, 
grief  or anger'.24 In this way,  some relief, f reedom and a release 
of  energy were exper ienced.  T h e  sharing of  their  'd isor ientat ion '  
with the others added  the suppor t  of  a group of  believers who 
offered unders t and ing  and acceptance f rom their  own experience.  
In  the end,  this sharing itself became the central dynamic  of  the 
course. 



14 T H E  L I O N  IS G O D  

The comments of the participants themselves testified to the 
divine/human dynamic at work in their sharing. While it was 
obvious that God touches us through One another, yet there was 
among the group a sense of mystery surrounding their disclosures. 
The director noted how some participants expressed quite directly 
how they experienced God in the group process: 'I experienced 
God in the stories we shared. I felt acceptance, understanding and 
nurturing' .  Another identified the action of God as 'dependent'  
on that of the group: 'I  think God will meet Beth when we can be 
with her in her suffering and despair'. 25 

To share suffering within the context of a faith community is a 
quintessential expression of the theological virtues. God is dis- 
covered in the brink of darkness between the shame and sorrow 
of the past and a future not yet known or experienced. A new 
sense of hope is found with the hopelessness itself that strains 
forward to a brighter horizon of desire. And love received knows 
a reality that is greater than violence, cynicism and a hatred of 
self. 

Enabling the parish community to accept its role as primary sponsor for the 
candidates and catechumens in the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults 
(R CIA) 26 

The director of this project came to her topic from her own 
conviction of the Church as the People of God. As a trained 
liturgist she had worked in the Liturgy Office of a progressive 
diocese in the United States. Through a diocesan formation pro- 
gramme in several parishes she came to the realization that while 
the people might readily own that they were the Church, they did 
not see that such a statement also carried with it a responsibility 
for the life of that Church. She was acutely conscious of the fact 
that, for the most part, Roman Catholic adults in a pre-Vatican 
II Church were passive recipients and 'consumers' of the sacramen- 
tal life and religious services offered in parish life where the pastor 
made all the decisions. Desiring to further the Church's hope that 
the abilities of the laity as adult members of the faith community 
be respected and to affirm their responsibility for the life of the 
Church, she entered the Doctor of Ministry Programme at the 
University of Toronto. As a ministerial project she worked in a 
lower-middle-class parish in the city whose pastor wanted to inkiate 
the RCIA. 
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The Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults is a product of the 
Second Vatican Council. Restoring the ancient rite of the baptism 
of adults is a process which necessarily involves the parish com- 
munity who take part in the instruction and initiation rites of 
catechumens in various capacities. Above all, it requires that the 
parish views and experiences itself as a vibrant faith community. 

The project undertaken was to spend a year leading the parish 
community itself through the instruction process and liturgical rites 
that prepared catechumens, even though they themselves were 
Catholics of long-standing. The challenge was to enable the people 
to move from a more privatizedfaith to the experience of themselves 
as a community whose faith was shared and whose sense of the 
sacred would be discovered in their communal prayer and worship 
and in their service of others. Believing that the RCIA process can 
constitute a primary conversion event for an ecclesial community 
through serious reflection on itself as Church, on the gospel and 
on relationship with God, the director developed a programme 
called 'Growing Together in Faith'.  

As the year ended, even though only a small group of the parish 
fully participated in the programme, it was becoming obvious that 
a change was happening in the community. Events in the liturgical 
rites such as parishioners placing their names on a large wooden 
cross at the beginning of Lent were conversion events for many 
and contributed to a sense of community and solidarity. Lenten 
'penance' became a communal event: 'Placing my name on the 
cross made me feel that the Lenten period is shared by all the 
community. We celebrate it together. '  'Placing my name on the 
cross made me feel that I belonged to these other people and with 
them, to Jesus.'27 For those who came to the sharing reflection on 
the scriptures, new horizons of how the Word of God speaks in 
the journey of their own lives were opened up: 'On this journey I 
came to appreciate each day as it comes. I really enjoyed being here 
with people who are trying to find out about God or themselves.' 'I 
find it so hard to be with God because of things in my life. I was 
very lonely when I came here and now I am eager for Wednesday 
night to be with the group and to see that in my life God acts'. 28 

In summary, perhaps the words of the director herself best 
express the new experience of God and sense of the sacred that 
were re-enkindled in people who had known him all along but 
perhaps knew him now for the first time. 'There is a difference', 
the people had stated. 29 
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Because of what I believe about conversion and the evolution of 
the Church, this project is but a single step in an ongoing process. 
Because of its development and formation by and within the people 
of the parish, its life is the parish community without which this 
project would be but bare bones. As such, then, it can have no 
conclusion--simply more convei'sion events and a continual refin- 
ing of what it is to be Church. 3° 

A significant corollary for both  directors was their  own 'growth 
process '  as they worked in these faith communit ies .  T h e  director  
of  the p raye r  course no ted  that  her  own part ic ipat ion led to new 
discoveries as well as chal lenging questions for the future.  Aware  
that she began the Doc to r  of  Minis t ry  P r o g r a m m e  as a 'seasoned 
minis ter ' ,  she now saw 'new windows of  thought '  opening up to 
her.  Instead of  asking why? to the age-old quest ion of  how one 
can believe in a good G o d  who is loving and powerful  and who 
allows anguish and suffering in the lives of  individuals and peoples, 
she has had to shift the inquiry  to ask what  this suffering can 
reveal. T h e  tension which exists be tween the biblical portrai t  of  
God  of  the C ovenan t  who cared, weeps for and identifies with the 
peoples '  suffering and the G o d  whom theology calls immutable  
raised new ways of  deal ing with the simple dialectic question: does 
God  suffer? Rela ted  to the above theological questions was the 
challenge to confront  her  own formula t ion  of  the mys te ry  of a 
t ranscendent  G o d  who is not  an outs ider  to h u m a n  life: 

These  questions grew from the ' g round '  of  the par t ic ipants '  own 
exper ience and offered a valuable insight for the director  in her  
present  and future  ministry.  

There is a traditional spiritual maxim that says: 'Drink from your 
own well'. For me this means that we have the insight for most of 
life's problems in the depths of our own inner wisdom. The 
sharing of the participants left me in awe of their deep sense of 
what needed to be said about God, suffering and prayer. As 
spiritual director and group facilitator, this profound respect for 
their wisdom prompts me to curb my desire to offer solutions, or 
to give advice. This of course does not pre-empt the obligation of 
asking questions and confronting when necessary. 31 

For  the director  of the R C I A  project  this same respect for the 
inner  wisdom of  the parishioners  proved  to be a source of  deeper  
personal  conversion and of  renewal  in her  own life as a pastoral  
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minister .  Acknowledging  that  while initially she had come to the 
parish to share her  own 'exper t ise ' ,  she only gradual ly and with 
some hesi tancy came to the real izat ion that  the people must  shape 
the project  not  the project  the people.  C o m i n g  f rom a progressive 
diocese she had  tended  to label these parishioners  as ' conservat ive ' ,  
that  is, content  with t radi t ional  ways allowing for as little change 
as possible. W h a t  she discovered instead was that  they were 
unchal lenged.  It  was only when  they began to reflect on their  own 
exper ience of  God  and to share that  exper ience with one another  
that  changes in the parish became evident .  

T h e  director  began to see her  own role as that of  ' in tegra tor ' .  
As she herself  par t ic ipated in the project  instead of  s tanding on 
the side as its director ,  she discovered that  as she minis tered to 
the people of  the parish they were s imul taneously  minis ter ing to 
her.  A fur ther  insight came with the realizat ion that  her  own 
minis t ry  to others included a minis t ry  to herself: 

One's ministry is not separated from oneself and as someone 
ministers to others, she is at the same time ministering to herself. 
Ministry, I have always believed, is the personal investment of 
oneself in the proclamation of the gospel. Now I have come to see 
that that proclamation must also be at the same time to oneself. 32 

Conclusion 

T h e  purpose  of  this article has been to open out  some of  the 
ways in which the exper ience  of  G o d  and the sacred is both  a 
process of  b reak ing  accepted pat terns  and of  t r iggering deeper  
questions.  It  is also a discovering of  God  as 'more  than '  previously 
unders tood.  In  the examples  given, this exper ience was heightened 
in the lives of  those persons (fictional or otherwise) who have 
already known G o d  in some way. But  more  than often it was in a 
way that  did not  acknowledge that the search is m o r e  a quest ion 
of  being ' searched ou t ' .  

W ha t  has not  been pursued  here  is ano ther  growing realization 
of  ou r  t i m e s - - t h e  recogni t ion of  the sacred in all exper ience even 
when such a percept ion  is not  theologically named.  Kar l  R a h n e r  
has rightly expressed this reality: ' T h e  t endency  today  to talk not  
about  God,  but  about  one ' s  ne ighbour ,  and to use not  the t e rm 
'G o d '  but  'wor ld '  and ' responsibi l i ty for the world '  has an absol- 
utely solid founda t ion ' .  33 W h e n  we are able to find and name  G o d  
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explicitly in the experiences of life, we are only  recogniz ing what 
was there all along.  

In the end,  we can return once more to the Masai  catechist who  
knew this truth from the experience of  his own  people: 'All the 
t ime we think we are the lion. In the end, the l ion is God' .  34 This  
is what it is to be 'surprised by joy' .  
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