
 

 

Christmas in a time of anxiety and loss 

 
As I approach Christmas in this year of our 
Lord 2016, I feel shaken up, as Father Alfred 
Delp, S.J. aptly wrote two years after I was 
born. He wrote with his hands in shackles 
in his prison cell in Berlin, just before he 
was hanged for high treason in 1945, three 
months before the war ended. His ashes 
were scattered on the winds; Hitler wanted 
him forgotten. (His writings were smuggled 
out of prison.) In a widely published 
article, The Shaking Reality of Advent, he 
wrote: 

There is nothing we modern people 
need more than to be genuinely shaken 
up.  Where life is firm we need to sense 
its firmness; and where it is unstable 
and uncertain and has no basis, no 
foundation, we need to know this too 
and endure it. (emphasis mine.) 
 

We may ask God why he sent us in this 
time, why he has sent this whirlwind on 
the earth, why he keeps us in this chaos 
where all appears hopeless and dark 
and why there seems to be no end to 
this in sight. 
 

I found Father Delp’s message 
considerably consoling in the light of what 
our country and our world situation is in at 
the moment. Why not read his words again 
in that light? 
 
As for me, I’ve had a trying year personally. 
 
 

 
Item:  I lost eight close friends during the past 
15 months.   

 
Item:  I’ve been praying for them daily 
and seeking to console the spouses of 
three of these dear friends. 
 
Item:  Some of my friends have been 
seriously ill in the past few months.  
They don’t live nearby, so my only way 
of assisting them is through prayer and 
phone contact, though I would go to 
them in a heartbeat, 
 
Item: Some of us have been struggling 
with financial difficulties. Some of my 
friends have been out of work. The 
people of Venezuela wait in long lines 
daily for a few scraps of food—and so 
many more. 
 
Item: Many of us in our country have 
been depressed or angry or in agony, 
waiting for this seeming interminable 
fifteen-month-long election campaign to 
end as it got uglier, and nastier as it 
went on. 
 
Item:  Children were asking their 
parents questions about things they 
heard candidates say on TV or their 
classmate said to them. And parents 
were flummoxed.  This was not a 

normal time for American democracy. 
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Item: After the election hate crimes across the 
country increased, especially in classrooms and 
hallways of our high schools. 
 
I don’t know about you, but it was a cause of 
not a little anxiety for me to watch the evening 
news.  It seemed that it was Mr. Trump’s  
intention to shake us up and to create that 
anxiety.  He so much as said so. 
 
But Father Delp may have an answer for us . . . 

Here is the message of Advent: faced with 
him who is the Last, the world will begin to 
shake. Only when we do not cling to false 
securities will our eyes be able to see this 

Last One and get to the bottom of things. 
Only then will we be able to guard our life 
from the frights and terrors into which God 
the Lord has let the world sink to teach us, 
so that we may awaken from sleep, as Paul 
says, and see that it is time to repent, time to 
change things. It is time to say, "All right, it 
was night; but let that be over now and let us 
be ready for the day." We must do this with 
a decision that comes out of these very 
horrors we have experienced and all that is 
connected with them; and because of this 

our decision will be unshakable even in 
uncertainty. [. . . .] 

 
The world today needs people who have 
been shaken by ultimate calamities and 
emerged from them with the knowledge and 
awareness that those who look to the Lord 
will still be preserved by him, even if they 
are hounded from the earth. [ . . . . ..] 

 
 If we are inwardly unshaken, inwardly 
incapable of being genuinely shaken, if we 
become obstinate and hard and superficial 
and cheap, then God will himself intervene 
in world events and teach us what it means 
to be placed in this agitation and be stirred 
inwardly. 
 

Remember, that Father Delp was talking about 
the disastrous times of war-torn Germany in 
1945. 

 
 

I wrote the following reflection in my For 
Priests Only Newsletter in October 2004 
entitled: Spirituality in the Balance. Here are 
some excerpts . . .  
 

The curse which affects all of us is DUALISM,  
that pervades both Church and Society. 
Diabolein wants to tear us asunder—personally, 
ecclesially and societally.  Dualism has been 
with us a long time, running through the works 
of Plato, then Augustine, down to the present.  
 
What we need, is a "Both—And " spirituality, a 
symbolein spirituality that draws us together to 
wholeness and that sees that disparate elements 
contain each other and each has value.   
 
Both—And is the spirituality of God and Jesus: 

God has given us the wisdom 
to understand fully the mystery, 
the plan he was pleased to decree in Christ. 
A plan to be carried out 
in Christ, in the fullness of time, 
to bring all things into one in him, 

      in the heavens and on the earth.    
                 (Ephesians 1:8-10) 
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The political scene in our country is split wide 
apart.  Factions and divisions abound. 
(Remember I wrote this in 2004.) We grow very 
weary of this. Government grinds to a halt by a 
refusal to cooperate.  And then can we ever get 
beyond the dualism of pro-life and pro-choice so 
that there can be real healing? The Church also 
sees its factions and divisions.  
 
Jesus is Redeemer of BOTH the left AND the 
right, of BOTH darkness AND light.  No one 
captures all of the truth, except Jesus, who is 
the still point, the center of the universe and all  
of us who are contained therein!  He calls each 
of us to wholeness and holiness. 
 
Consider the following sets of antitheses: 
 
Both good and bad / Bad and good.  There would 
not be good without bad, nor bad without good.  
Those who say there is no bad within them are 
hypocrites; they like to portray themselves as 
filled with truth and light, and, thus, can be evil 
incarnate.  The 
hypocrites crucified 
Jesus; they still do. 
 
War and peace / peace 
and war.   Many prefer 
war and violence 
because it’s a exciting 
or because they want to 
dominate or bully 
others. But peace has its 
own rewards, beyond 
our imaginings.   
Reconciliation of 
enemies brings 
incomparable joy. 
 
Abled and disabled / disabled and abled.  
Sometimes the disabled do more with their 
disability than the abled do with their ability. 
 
The seeing and the blind / Sometimes the blind 
see more than those who see and sometimes the 
seeing are blind. 
 

Hope and despair / Despair and hope.  
Sometimes those who despair find a truer hope. 
 
Love and indifference / Indifference and love.  
The opposite of love is not hate; it is 
indifference! 
 
Born and unborn / Unborn and born.  Both are 
living beings deserving of respect and care. 
 
Darkness and Light / Light and darkness. We 
would not appreciate the light if it were not for 
darkness.  Sometimes the darkness creates more 
light than does light alone. 
 
Truth and lies / Lies and truth.  We need to be 
discerning enough to know the difference.       
Are we? No single person can embody all of the 
truth.  Beware! 
 
Progressive and conservative / Conservative and 
progressive.  Seek progress but conserve what is 
worth conserving.  Sometimes the conservative 
is truly progressive and the progressive truly 

conservative (as in the 
environment). 
 
Christians and Muslims 
/ Israelis and 
Palestinians / Black and 
White / Gay and 
straight /Protestants and 
Catholics /  Tolerance, 
tolerance, tolerance; all 
of us are children of 
God! 
 

If we’re not careful 
these conflicting 

tendencies will tear at our soul.  They cause 
conflict. Hatred toward any who or what oppose 
us. And may lead to violence.  We must find 
resolution or we will not be at peace. “Forgive 
us our trespasses as we forgive those who 
trespass against us!” Thus, it is an important 
secret of life not to consider opposites as either / 
or but both—and!  The key to all spirituality is 
to find a spirituality in the balance.   
 



 4 

That’s important for our country too. If we’re 
going to recover from the ugliness and shock 
that we’ve been through in this long and bitter 
election campaign and receive some healing and 
some genuine coming together, we’re going to 
have to look for some balance somewhere, 
somehow. 
 
You know the statues of the blind-folded 
woman who represents justice?  She holds in her 
hand a balance.  In choosing between disparate 
elements, we should choose a little bit from the 
right and a little from the left so that the scale 
balances.  A little bit of light and a little bit of 
darkness.   Every object in the sunlight also has 
a shadow.  As a photographer I look to take 
images of interesting shadows.   
The great psychiatrist Carl Jung taught us 
about the importance of dealing with the 
shadow side of life.  A little bit of body and a 
little bit of soul and, yes to tolerate a little bit 
of bad with a little bit of good.  (We just 
cannot get rid of all the weeds from our 
garden!) This may be done more painfully by 
wrestling within ourselves with all disparate 
questions therein.  
 
Or it may be done by climbing the mountain in 
front of us that hides our view and taking in the 
horizon on the other side. Oftentimes, beholding 
the new horizon in front of us resolves all, or at 
least the most important, questions that give us 
no peace.  
 
I strongly sense that by seeking both sides to a 
question we will be led to experiences new 
horizons in which we can find God and 
ourselves. And if we’re on the journey for the 
truth we will find nourishment and strength, and  
eventually come to peace. 

And then to drive the point home, against the 
dangers of either / or thinking  (diabolein and in 
favor of both—and thinking (symbolein), I ran 
across this Op-Ed piece on Sunday, December 
5th in The New York Times written by Trevor 
Noah the young South African man who 
recently replaced Jon Stuart on the late night 
Daily Show on Comedy Central.  It was entitled: 

Let’s Not Be Divided. Divided People Are 
Easier to Rule. 
 
Born in South Africa to an interracial couple at 
a time when such relationships were illegal 
under apartheid, Trevor Noah weaves 
observations about race and ethnicity into his 
comedy. He has hosted various television shows 
in South Africa, including “Tonight with Trevor 
Noah,” and is currently host of “The Daily 
Show,” based in New York City. Here’s an 
excerpt . .  . 
 

The experience of stepping into Jon’s shoes 
brought on enormous culture shock for me. 
In South Africa, where I come from, we also 
use comedy to critique and analyze, and 
while we don’t let our politicians off the 
hook, we don’t eviscerate one another. If 
anything, my stand-up shows back home are 
a place where we can push away the history 
of apartheid’s color classifications — where 
black, white, colored and Indian people use 
laughter to deal with shared trauma and 
pain. In South Africa, comedy brings us 
together. In America, it pulls us apart. 
 (emphasis mine.) 

 
Notice the dualism again. The either / or 
thinking. Mr. Noah continues . .  . 

 
America, I’ve found, doesn’t like nuance. 
Either black people are criminals, or cops 
are racist — pick one. It’s us versus them. 
You’re with us, or you’re against us. This 
national mentality is fueled by the hysteria 
of a 24-hour news cycle, by the ideological 
silos of social media and by the structure of 
the country’s politics. The two-party system 
seems to actively encourage division where 
none needs to exist. 
 
When you grow up in the middle, you see 
that life is more in the middle than it is on 
the sides. The majority of people are in 
the middle, the margin of victory is 
almost always in the middle, and very 
often the truth is there as well, waiting for 
us. 



 5 

Very wise words for a thirty-two-year-old 
comedian. But, then again, he apparently has 
seen a lot of life in his youthful career. He came 
to the U.S. only five years ago, so his critique is 
fresh, but well deserved, I’d say. 
 
 
So here we are, a few days before Christmas,  
once again. And I titled this Reflection / Letter 
Christmas in a time of anxiety and loss.   
 
At Thanksgiving this year shortly after the 
election PBS and CNN were suggesting to us 
ways we should or could be civil to each other 
sitting down for dinner on Thanksgiving Day! 
Mamma Mia!!!  What have we come to in this 
country if we have to have “tips to be civil” at 
the dinner table in our own homes! 
 
So what will this Christmas bring? There are 
always a lot of lonely people at Christmastime.  
Every evening I pray for five friends who are 
lonely: B-, B-, C-, L-, and J-. 
 
And there are many more who’ve lost loved 
ones and who feel blue during the holidays. 
Remember Elvis Presley’s song? One of my 
blog posts is entitled Depressed or Lonely at 
Christmas? 
 
And what about the anxiety part? 
+I have two cousins who are struggling with 
cancer therapy right now. + A friend who needs 
to find a better job to take care of his family. 
+The Muslim people are worried if they’re 
going to be subject to registration like the 
Japanese in the 1940’s. + Undocumented 
immigrants are worried about their fate.+  Black 
folk have seen guys in trucks with Confederate 
flags run through their neighborhoods . +Poor 
folk with credit cards are worried if the Fed will 
raise interest rates. +And we have no idea what 
to expect from the Trump at administration. 
 
Anxiety indeed! 
 
But let’s not forget this is Advent. You 
remember that the word Advent means waiting. 
We’re waiting for the coming of Christ in a new 

way this Christmas. And we certainly need him 
to come in our crazy, mucky world today. 
Advent is always a hopeful season, and we need 
a good dose of it right now. So let’s wrap this up 
with some words from St. Paul . . .  

 
Rejoice in the Lord always. I shall say it 
again: rejoice! Your kindness should be 
known to all. The Lord is near. Have no 
anxiety at all, but in everything, by prayer 
and petition, with thanksgiving, make your 
requests known to God. Then the peace of 
God that surpasses all understanding will 
guard your hearts and minds in Christ 
Jesus.  (Phil.4:4-7) 

 
Did you notice Paul’s admonition “to have no 
anxiety at all?”  Oh! How I wish I could 
dismiss anxiety and nervousness from my mind 
and heart!  Just an hour ago I fervently made 
that very prayer, and asked Jesus forgiveness for 
not praying with confidence as he asks us to.  
 
And yet—somehow—I do come to peace 
because I love him with all my heart and soul. 
 
And there’s one more passage from St. Paul that 
I want to share with you that I hope will be an 
antidote to all the hate and bitterness and loss 
that we’ve experienced this year . . . 
 
As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe 
yourselves with compassion, kindness, 
humility, meekness, and patience.  Bear with 
one another and, if anyone has a complaint 
against another, forgive each other; just as the 
Lord has forgiven you, so you also must 
forgive.  Above all, clothe yourselves with love, 
which binds everything together in perfect 
harmony.  And let the peace of Christ rule in 
your hearts, to which indeed you were called in 
the one body. And be thankful. (Col.3:12-15) 
 
And so, dear friends,  
      I wish you a blessed and holy Christmas 
           and a Happy and healthy New Year! 
                 
             COME LORD JESUS! 
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