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        The Lion in Our Heart


             Jn 10: 22-30


The year was 1974.  The place was the back streets of Trastevere.  The boy was ten years old.  The boy seemed to be wandering aimlessly, but he knew otherwise.  The boy often seemed to wander aimlessly when he was in search of new adventures.  He knew the secret of discovering new adventures lay in seeming to wander aimlessly.  He abruptly turned a corner and there a new world suddenly appeared before his eyes.  The doors and shutters of an artist’s workshop were flung open to let in the maximum light and air.  Inside he saw a sculptor flailing away with hammer and chisel on a huge block of Carrara marble.  Shards of stone large and small flew into the air ricocheting off ceiling and walls before crashing noisily to the floor.  The boy stood mesmerized unable to make sense of what was taking place before his eyes.  Then the boy’s mind began to wander and it wasn’t long before he once again began to wander the back streets of Trastevere in search of new adventures.


Several weeks later the boy’s wanderings brought him back to the artist’s studio and to his great surprise there where the block of marble had stood he saw a regal lion larger than life, its majestic mane seeming to flow in the breeze, its head thrown back about to let out a mighty roar.  With great excitement the boy ran to the sculptor and asked, “Sir, tell me, how did you know there was a lion in the marble?”  The sculptor replied, “I knew there was a lion in the marble because, before I saw the lion in the marble, I saw him in my own heart.  The secret is that it was the lion in my heart who recognized the lion in the marble.”


Jesus Christ also acknowledged the wisdom of this secret when he said: I know the Father and the Father knows me.  Therefore I reveal the Father in all my works, for the Father and I are one.  Leo Dehon affirmed this truth as well.  He said: “The head is the symbol of intelligence and authority.  The heart is the symbol of love.  Jesus is our head in the sense that he enlightens, commands, and directs us.  He is our heart through the love that he has for us and that inspires us.  He is even more our heart than our head, for love surpasses everything else (1 Cor 13: 13):  thought is only a preparation for it and the act is only a consequence of it.”
  


After the Second World War Cardinal Josef Cardijn developed a very effective pastoral strategy based on the three step process of “observe, judge, and act.”
   A half a century earlier Leo Dehon had already developed his own pastoral way of proceeding: See, Love, and Act.  He wrote: “When the heart is deeply impressed, all the other faculties either fall silent or cooperate with it . . . The best way to allow the grace of the Heart of Jesus to act in us is to give precedence to the activities of the heart . . . Grace always acts on the heart.  It acts on the will only after having passed by way of the heart, as Saint Paul wrote: ‘The love of God has been poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit’” (Rom 5: 5).
  


We should gladly welcome and savor this experience of being loved by God;  empowerment for service is the normal consequence of letting ourselves feel loved.  After the initial experience of being loved and the response of love that it evokes, we are moved to act for the good of others, but the reason we decide to do good is because we love.   For Leo Dehon this inspiration of love typically expressed itself in reparatory works:  making the love of Christ better known, especially among those who have not yet heard the Good News, in repairing what is broken and distorted in personal lives and social relations, and in inspiring clergy and faithful to become ambassadors of Christ’s love.


Paradoxically, his model for this style of ministry was John the Baptist.  As the only son of a Jerusalem priest, John was bound by ties of family and religion to follow his father in this way of life.  But, in a radical departure, John turned his back on the “business-as-usual” priesthood of the Temple, and instead he sought to find God, not in the rituals and sacrifices of the sanctuary, but in the depths of his own personal experience and in a conversion of heart.   In the desert encounter with God -- intimate, honest, humble, heart-felt -- John discovered the nearness of God, mediated in ways that went far beyond the functionalism and professionalism of conventional priesthood.  It’s easy to see what attracted Leo Dehon in the life and work of John the Baptist.   Both of them saw the need for a new kind of priest and a new style of ministry;  they were equally aware of the dangers inherent in becoming a spiritual functionary or a purveyor of religion.  In Father Dehon’s eyes John the Baptist was not only the forerunner of Christ, he was also the herald of Pope Leo XIII’s priestly appeal “Go to the People.”    

Saint Bernard of Clairvaux had called John the Baptist “the patriarch, master, and guide of Religious,” to this Father Dehon added that John was a model of that “mixed” form of religious life, like our own, that combines contemplation with apostolic action.
  Both of them knew that before they could go to the people they had to go to God.  In Father Dehon’s words, the life of John the Baptist shows “that nothing great or enduring is done in the world unless it is first prepared for far from the world, in silence and solitude and meditation.”
  So, paradoxically, the source of a renewed priestly ministry is a renewed priestly spirituality.  In the person of John the Baptist, Leo Dehon found a model for this renewed kind of priesthood, dedicated to the cause of God’s justice because it is grounded in the experience of God’s love.  Before we can create a lion in the work of our hands we must first recognize and nurture the lion in the depths of our heart.
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