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“All real living is meeting”

Words of the renowned philosopher/ 

theologian Martin Buber

From his classic I and Thou



Two “primary” ways one can live

Live in a way 

that uses 

people, things 

for one’s own 

interest

“I-IT”

or live in a way that 

is open to the 

world, to others, 

and to Ultimate 

Reality

“I-THOU”



Certainly not at every moment…

• Such intense living 

impossible for mere 

mortals

• Need to go about daily 

business with efficiency

• But if women and men 

don’t seek to 

experience and cultivate 

a life of openness, 

relationship, respect, 

awe, reverence

• Life is not human at all



“All real living is meeting”

“Without It [women and 

men] cannot live. But 

[those] who live with It 

alone [are] not [human]”



Such an understanding similar if not 

identical to

• “core signature phrase”

• “Culture of Encounter”

• John Allen in December, 
2013—“too many times 
to count”

• Diego Fares—not new to 
Bergoglio

• Goes back to “favorite 
theologian” R. Guardini

• Fares: “our most human 
characteristic”

• Guardini: “We are beings 
of encounter”



John Allen: “Elastic enough”

• To embrace a wide 

range of possible 

meanings

• In general…reaching 

out, fostering dialogue, 

friendship, even outside 

the usual circles

• Special point of 

encountering people 

who are neglected and 

ignored by wider world



September 13, 2016

“seized with compassion”

Involving himself 

“with that woman’s 

problem”

Touched the coffin, 

but touched the 

woman as well: “a 

caress. Because 

Jesus was moved. 

And then he 

performed the 

miracle”

Calls us to do the same

When we are faced with 

suffering, often say 

“Oh, what a shame”



But an encounter is different:

“If I do not look—seeing is not enough, no: look—If I do 

not stop, If I do not look, if I do not touch, if I do not 

speak, I cannot create an encounter, and I cannot help to 

create a culture of encounter.”



Several synonyms

• Pentecost 2013: “a 
culture of encounter, a 
culture of friendship, a 
culture in which we find 
brothers and sisters.”

• “culture of dialogue”
• “culture of inclusion”
• Opposed to “culture of 

indifference”
• “culture of 

fragmentation”
• “culture of non-

integration”
• “throwaway culture”

World Refugee Day, 2014:

“culture of welcome and not of 

rejection and refusal”



No doubt for Francis:

“all real living is meeting”

• “What Jesus teaches 

us first of all is to 

meet one another, and 

in meeting to offer 

one another help. We 

must know how to 

meet one another. … 

The culture of 

encounter. Going out 

to meet one another”



Thomas Eagleston
• Article on meaning of 

“Culture of Encounter”

• Christians: “prophets of 

encounter”

• Uses phrase in a casual 

manner

• But I took it as an 

inspiration for this talk

• Why? I think it really 

connects with the theme 

that is becoming more and 

more important

• In theology, in spirituality

Discipleship



Francis speaks of Religious Life as 

prophetic quite often
• But he also insists that 

“radical evangelical 

living” is “demanded 

of everyone”

• Uses “prophetic”
sparingly for ordinary 

Christians

• But he does use it, 

notably in Gaudete et 

Exultate



Francis speaks of Religious Life as 

prophetic quite often
• But he also insists that 

“radical evangelical 

living” is “demanded 

of everyone”

• Uses “prophetic”
sparingly for ordinary 

Christians

• But he does use it, 

notably in Gaudete et 

Exultate

Drawing on Vatican 

II’s emphasis on the 

fundamental equality 

of the People of God, 

he speaks of even the 

“humblest”
Christians as called to 

be prophets

All Christians, 

he writes, share 

“also in 

Christ’s 

prophetic 

office, 

spreading 

abroad a living 

witness to him, 

especially by 

means of a life 

of faith and 

charity”



Goes on to quote St. Teresa 

Benedicta of the Cross (Edith 

Stein)• Who emphasizes the fact that 
while

• “the greatest figures of 
prophecy and sanctity step 
forth out of the darkest night”

• Ordinary Christians are 
nevertheless indispensable for 
changing the world

• “Certainly the most decisive 
turning points in world history 
are substantially determined by 
souls to whom no history book 
ever mentions.”

• Francis doesn’t mention it 
directly, but influenced by  
Decree on the Laity:



Goes on to quote St. Teresa 

Benedicta of the Cross (Edith 

Stein)• Who emphasizes the fact that 
while

• “the greatest figures of 
prophecy and sanctity step 
forth out of the darkest night”

• Ordinary Christians are 
nevertheless indispensable for 
changing the world

• “Certainly the most decisive 
turning points in world history 
are substantially determined by 
souls to whom no history book 
ever mentions.”

• Francis doesn’t mention it 
directly, but influenced by  
Decree on the Laity:

“To the apostles and their successors, Christ has 

entrusted the office of teaching, sanctifying and 

governing in his name and by his power. Lay 

people too, sharing in the priestly, prophetical 

and kingly office of Christ, play their part in the 

mission of the whole people of God in the 

Church and in the world” (AA 2)



Putting both things together…

The Culture of Encounter

And 

Disciples as Prophets

I think we can speak of 

disciples as 

“Prophets of Encounter”



How do we become 

“Prophets of Encounter”?

By learning to pay attention

Mary Oliver:

“attention is the 

beginning of 

devotion”

She could have 

said…

Wendell Berry:

“…we pray, not

for a new earth or 

heaven, but to be

quiet in heart, and

in eye

clear. What we need is 

here.”



How do we become 

“Prophets of Encounter”?

By learning to pay attention

Mary Oliver:

“attention is the 

beginning of 

devotion”

She could have 

said…

Philip Toynbee in spiritual journal

The basic command of religion

Is not “do this!”

Or “do not do that!”

But simply to look



Becoming “prophets of encounter”

Learning to pay attention to

Ourselves
Our world

Our God in 

Jesus Christ

Our sisters

and brothers, 

especially on 

the margins



Encountering Ourselves



We encounter ourselves in Wonder

“I am fearfully, wonderfully made”



Paul Hawken—commencement address:

“The first living cell came into being nearly 

40 million centuries ago, and its direct 

descendents are in all of our bloodstreams. 

Literally you are breathing molocules this 

very second that were inhaled by Moses, 

Mother Teresa, and Bono. … We are because 

the dream of every cell is to become two 

cells. In each of you are one quadrillion cells 

… each human cell has 400 billion molocules 

conducting millions of processes between 

trillions of atoms. … In a millisecond, our 

body has undergone ten times more 

processes than there are stars in the 

universe.”



The wonder is that we are pure gift!

• We are “fearfully, 
wonderfully made”—
created

• We are the produce of 
love—loveable

• Gilead: “somewhere in 
Calvin”—we are on a stage

• “I do like Calvin’s image 
… it suggests that God 
might actually enjoy us”

• “not in any simple sense, of 
course, but as you enjoy the 
being of a child, even 
though he is in every way a 
thorn in your heart”

• AMAZING!



We encounter ourselves in Humility



“fearfully, wonderfully made”…

• But we are all flawed

• We are all sinners

• Paul Woodruff: we begin 

to understand the virtue of 

reverence when we 

understand deeply our 

human limitations

• “From this grows the 

capacity to be in awe of 

whatever we believe lies 

outside our control—God, 

truth, justice, nature, even 

death.”



This awe in the face of limitation is 

humility…

• An encounter with 

ourselves 

• In which we honestly 

face our own smallness 

despite our wonder

• Our own evil despite 

our loveableness



Nancy Dellavalle—Reflection on story of Rich Young Man:

“The Christian life requires a 

kind of committed transparency, 

a radical letting go that dances 

between poverty and effacement. 

The first casualty of this 

commitment will not be my 

possessions but my vanity, the 

carefully constructed cathedral 

of my own sense of worth.” … 

But the letting go required by 

humility “is not nihilism. This is 

salvation. … the radical humility 

to which we are called means we 

will finally embrace who we 

are”



David Brooks: spills over to encounter
• Story of orderly in 

hospital

• Young man, in a coma 
from which he would 
never recover

• Father kept vigil

• Orderly would clean his 
room daily

• One day, cleaned room 
when father was out

• Father saw him, berated 
him for not cleaning room

• So he cleaned the room 
again so father could see 

Not: “I cleaned the room 

but you were out”
But: “the man needs 

comfort”



We encounter ourselves in Possibility



Vatican II/Pope Francis: called to holiness!

• each of us called to the 

person only we can 

become

• Not the person God has 

programmed us to 

become!

• John Dunne: “God’s 

will is the heart’s 

desire”

• Elizabeth Johnson:

A Thought Experiment:

“far from compelling the world 

to develop according to a 

prescribed plan, the Spirit 

continually calls it forth to a 

fresh and unexpected future. To 

be imaginative for a moment, it 

is as if at the Big Bang the 

Spirit gave the natural world a 

push saying, ‘Go, have an 

adventure, see what you can 

become. And I will be with you 

every step of the way’.”



Encountering our World



I’ve spoken about paying attention

• Learning not just to see 

but to look

• With this kind of 

discipline that we can 

truly encounter our 

world—its beauty, 

intricacy, fragility

• Ralph Harper: never 

lose the “sharpness of 

being”

• Esther de Waal:

• Make regular use of a 
magnifying glass

• Wonderful practice of “close 
encounters” with our world



I ordered two on Amazon.com!

• De Waal writes:

“I found myself astonished 
when for the first time I 
picked a daisy and held it 
under my magnifying 
glass. It was particularly 
exciting for someone 
whose scientific schooling 
had been so badly 
neglected for it meant that 
I was totally unprepared 
to discover, or to uncover, 
what I now found—this 
world virtually invisible 
to the naked eye.

A few minutes a day is quite 

enough … Living and working 

in a city does not mean that 

there will not be a leaf, a twig, 

moss between concrete slabs, 

weeds pushing up through 

gravel. … God must have a 

sense of the absurd to create 

things so amazingly eccentric. 

Perhaps [God] enjoyed just 

going on playing with 

shapes—as small children do 

when they shout ‘Let’s …do 

this, do that’.”



Something poets deeply understand
Something poets deely understand

De Waal quotes Pablo Neruda:

“existence” is “befriended” by 

the things of this world

Mary Oliver expresses this well in her poem

“The Poet Visits the Museum of Fine Arts”



For a long time

I was not even

in this world, yet

every summer

every rose

opened in perfect

sweetness

and lived

in gracious repose.



in its own exotic

fragrance,

in its huge willingness

to give

something from its small self

to the entirety of the 

the world 
I think of them, thousands

upon thousands,

in many lands,

whenever summer

came to them,

rising

out of patience of

patience

to leaf and bud and look

up

into the blue sky

or with thanks,



into the rain

that would feed

their thirsty roots

latched into the

earth—

sandy or hard, Vermont or

Arabia,

what did it matter,

The answer was 

simply to rise

in joyfullness all

their days



Have I found any better

teaching?

Not ever, not yet,

Last week I saw my

first Boticelli

and almost fainted,

and if I could I would

paint like that

but I am shelved

somewhat below with a

few songs

about roses: teachers,

also of the ways

toward thanks, and

praise



Need to see through the lens of a

magnifying glass, 

through the eyes of a poet

with an artist’s eye

John Oman—

One day driven around Suffolk

Stopped at Flatford Mill

Where artist John Constable worked

Framed in the window:
“What we need is here”

All we need to do is 

to look to encounter-

-really meet—our 

world 



Encountering our God in Jesus



About two years ago or so…

• Scripture reflection on 
17th Sunday in Ordinary 
Time—Matthew 13

• Tiny parables of 
treasure hidden in a 
field and pearl of great 
price

• In the past—cost of 
discipleship—“sell all”

• Another way: Treasure 
Hunter is God!

• Treasure and Pearl: US!



A God who loves creation

• Desperately and 

recklessly,

• Risking all in order to 

encounter creation in its 

freedom

• May be a new way of 

encountering God today

• Not a king, not distant, 

not demanding, not 

male—or female

• Akin to Ex 33, Hosea 11, 

Isaiah 49



Where we really see God “selling all”
• Is God’s becoming part

of creation

• Becoming a human 

being in all things …

• Michael J. Gorman—

Great hymn of God 

selling all: Philippians 2

• Translation: although he 

was in the form of God

• Because he was in the 

form of God!



Looking at the story of Jesus…

• This may well be the 
correct translation!

• A marginal Jew in a 
marginal part of Roman 
Empire

• Friend to outcasts and 
marginal people

• Condemned to die on a 
cross in a garbage dump

• Most shameful death his 
culture could imagine

• This is the way God fully 
manifests Godself!



His death, of course, was not the end

• But Resurrection was not 
“back to business as 
usual”

• Rather, it was God’s way 
of saying that Jesus’ way 
of living was right!

• Rob Bell: “Love Wins”

• Mark Oakley: Jesus is 
God’s body language

• J.L. Segundo: “God is 
like Jesus”

• Pope Francis: “the face of 
Mercy”



We fully encounter God in Jesus of 

Nazareth, Jesus the Christ



New ways of encountering God:

Also being proposed by 

theologians who are taking 

seriously the cosmology of 

astrophysics and the theory of 

biological evolution

Key: God creates the 

universe not from 

without, but from 

within—as participant, 

partner, part of the 13.7 

billion year process



Denis Edwards:

Emphasizes the Spirit in the 

process of creation

Urges us to think of the Spirit

“as working with creation not 

according to a predetermined 

path or ‘design’ but in 

dynamic, open ways”

Elizabeth Johnson:

“Spirit blows through 

the world with 

compassionate love that 

grants nature its own 

creativity and humans 

their own freedom… 

Not the monarch but 

the lover becomes the 

paradigm”



God is not “in charge” of creation

• God’s role—to be present, 
to persuade, to cajole, to 
woo

• To suffer with creation 
when it goes awry

• But this is true power!

• Johnson: “it is 
characteristic of the 
creative power of God to 
raise up creatures who 
participate in divine being 
to such a degree that they 
are also creative and 
sustaining in their own 
right.” 



Perhaps this new way of imaging 

and imagining God
• Will be the key to a new 

encounter

• A new meeting

• With the mystery of God 

in Christ

• And a key to the prophetic 

living and witnessing to 

the gospel of encounter

• By Christian women and 

men today



Encountering Our Sisters and Brothers



In Spring, 2017 issue of Theological Studies

Thomas O’Meara:

While size of the universe is 

immense—

93 billion light years across—

it is “largely empty”! 

Hundreds of 

trilllions of 

stars—1-2%! 

But where stars 

and galaxies 

exist—they 

exist in clusters



From these mind-boggling 

facts, O’Meara draws the 

conclusion that there is 

something deep in reality 

that is about relationship and 

community 

Community, O’Meara says, 

is indeed the primal reality—

both in the universe, and in 

God as such



From these mind-boggling 

facts, O’Meara draws the 

conclusion that there is 

something deep in reality 

that is about relationship and 

community 

Community, O’Meara says, 

is indeed the primal reality—

both in the universe, and in 

God as such

All reality is 

interconnected, 

interrelated

Reality exists in and for 

encounter!

To paraphrase Buber:

“All reality is meeting”



While this is true of every quark in 

the universe…
• It is especially true of 

human beings

• Made in the image of the 
Triune, communal, self-
effusive God

• “I am because we are”
• Vatican II: human beings 

are social beings—unless 
they relate to others they 
can neither live nor 
develop their potential

• All real human living is 
meeting!



Two aspects particularly relevant

• For Christian women and men—

disciples—becoming “prophets of 

encounter”

• First: witness by being people of 

encounter in our own 

communities, our own parishes

• Pope Francis: Christian 

communities need to be 

communities of joy

• Must avoid being “sourpusses”

• Not like people whose lives seem 

like Lent without Easter

• If we lives “like people who have 

just come back from a funeral”

• Never be able to attract people



Need to be a church community 

with open doors
• House of the father of the 

prodigal son

• Francis baptized a child 

of parents not married in 

the church

• Eucharist “not a prize for 

the perfect but a powerful 

medicine and 

nourishment for the 

weak”—expanded in AL

• Church is not a tollhouse



Second: Encounter in our Ministries, 

according to our personal gifts

Pope Francis:

Do this by the 

“eloquence of our lives,”
not simply by expertise 

and technique

“not just seeing but 

looking, not just hearing 

but listening, not just 

passing by but stopping” Like Jesus encountering

Matthew at his call

We do ministry by really encountering—

really meeting—the men and women 

among whom we live and work



Being Prophets of Encounter, 

however

Where we “touch the 

suffering flesh of Christ 

in others” (Pope 

Francis)



We touch the suffering flesh of Christ
• When we “hear the 

echoes of ululation and 
bitter weeping in Gaza 
and Rafa, in Baghdad 
and in Beirut, in Cairo 
and Kigali…”

• When we “hold in 
memory the tears that 
fell on the rude and 
bloodied floors of the 
holding [slave] forts of 
Cape Coast, Elmina, 
and Christianbourg …”



When we

“would recover the 

tears that fell on the 

floors of the camps at 

Auschwitz, Treblinka, 

and Sobibor…”

”retrieve the tears 

that flowed … [in] 

flimsy boats and old 

trucks and shipping 

containers to 

suffocate and die in 

front of fences strung 

across the desert, at 

abandoned check 

points … and at 

heavily guarded 

borders…”



When we 

“follow with attention, 

reverence, and 

devotion, the moans 

and tears of the 

brutalized and burned, 

raped and mutilated, 

enslaved and captive 

across the centuries"

remember the families at our borders, 

the refugees from Syria and Africa 

and Honduras, the victims of 

Charleston, Christchurch, Sri Lanka, 

and Poway, of 22 July, 2011 



Pope Francis on Lampedusa

“Has anyone of us ever wept 

because of this situation and 

others like it? … The 

globalization of indifference has 

taken from us the ability to 

weep”



Pope Francis on Lampedusa

Such attentiveness can lead us 

to prayer that arises out of 

encounter and can lead us to 

truly prophetic action:

All real praying is meeting!

Going to the peripheries

only a geographical journey

Journey of the heart, of spirit, of 

Going to the peripheries

only a geographical journey



Pope Francis on Lampedusa

Going to the peripheries—not 

only a geographical journey

Journey of the heart, of spirit, of 

attention to news not just in the 

headlines



Pope Francis on Lampedusa

As we said at the 

beginning:

“Globalization of 

Indifference” is just the 

opposite of “Culture of 

Encounter”



Conclusion



As Christian Disciples today…

• We are called to 
commit ourselves to 
be women and men as 
Prophets of Encounter,

• We need to commit 
ourselves to being 
women and men who 
announce and embody 
the gospel of 
encounter



It is in living, embodying, and announcing 

this gospel of encounter

That we meet the

Master of Encounter,

Jesus the Christ 

The God 

who meets us

In the depth of 

ourselves,

In our astounding 

world, and

In our sisters and 

brothers

Whenever we look,

listen, and extend 

our hands in a 

tender touch



It is in living, embodying, and announcing 

this gospel of encounter

That we meet the

Master of Encounter,

Jesus the Christ 

The God 

who meets us

In the depth of 

ourselves,

In our astounding 

world, and

In our sisters and 

brothers

Whenever we look,

listen, and extend 

our hands in a 

tender touch

Indeed,

all real living—all 

real discipleship—is 

in

this meeting!


