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Unless a grain of wheat dies . . . 
 
  
.  
This special edition of Arise for Holy Week is about clay pots and 
bread broken / blood poured out / fragile human beings / broken 
economies /death and dying. 
At this most sacred time of year, Holy Week, the observance of which 
defines us as a Catholic people, we contemplate, once again the 
broken, fragile humanity of the Man of Sorrows, a loser and rebel in 
the eyes of those who could not, would not see or who were 
threatened by his message of love. There he was, apparently defeated, 
standing hands bound, spit clinging to his cheek, his back bloodied 
from scourges, taunted, insulted. He stood before Pilate silent, inward, 
unshaken in his resolve, free of anger. He was simply the Faithful One 
who was doing what the Father asked him to: To faithfully proclaim 
that God is a God of love, obedient even unto death.  



 
So let's look at the brokenness, the fragility of our own lives, the 
brokenness, the fragility of our economy and country and of the 
Church. Let us be willing to die with Jesus so we may rise with him. I 
begin here with the introduction to my For Priests Only 
reflection/letter in 1996 because I am reflecting on my own priesthood 
as I approach my fortieth year:  
 
 

This treasure we possess in earthen vessels 
to make it clear that its surpassing power  
comes from God and not from us.  
We are afflicted in every way possible, 
but never crushed 
We are persecuted, but never abandoned;  
we are struck down, but never destroyed.  

Continually we carry about in our bodies 
the dying of Jesus so that in our bodies  
the life of Jesus may be revealed. 
While we are constantly being delivered up to death for Jesus' sake,  so that 
the life of Jesus may be revealed in our mortal flesh 
                              (II Cor. 3:18 -4:1).  
 
 
The great St. Paul realize that the work of God in him happened only 
when he emptied himself of his own plans and ego and allowed God 
to work. He would say, "When I am powerless then I am strong" (2 
Cor. 12: 9-10). But the "earthen vessel" image is hard to grasp for some 
of us priests who find ourselves son a pedestal. The people of our 
parishes keep us up there for that is what they want. They don't want 
to see the fragility of their priests. Many don't like to think about the 
human foibles of their priests. We like stories of priests to be filled with 
"sweetness and light." 
 
But that is not the way it is. No priest's story is full of "sweetness and 
light." The Church, I think, does a disservice to itself by denying that 
priests, like all of us humans, have problems. The spiritual journey 
always begins by considering the dark side. The Church in its corps of 
priests and bishops has a collective dark side. (This written in 1996.)  
We have seen that darkness emerge into the media in recent years. 
What I know about personal spirituality applies also to the church. The 
more we refuse to deal with the darkness, the more the darkness      
controls us. The things we don't want to talk about are the very things 
that need to be brought into the light. The church, in my opinion, is 
foolish to take a strategy that keeps problems in denial. 
 
Priests are fragile, as all humans are fragile. In that is our ministry. We 
are called to be spiritual guides. And the spiritual guide is one who 
knows firsthand what it is like to deal with anger, arrogance, sexual 



temptation, fear, doubt, depression, inadequacy, and every other area 
of the spirit that needs to be tamed and ordered. I can assure you that 
every priest whom we consider to be a good and excellent priest is one 
who has his own story to tell of the battle between the forces of 
darkness and light. It just simply cannot be otherwise, for that is the 
nature of the spiritual quest --to balance the light and the dark. 
 
And to follow this line of reasoning, the opposite is true. The priest 
who finds no darkness within himself --who creates the illusion for 
himself and for others that there is only light --is the person who 
comes close to embodying evil. (The devil wants to be seen as an angel 
of light.) 
 
No one can be an effective minister --or a genuine Catholic --who 
avoids the Cross or the suffering in one's life and in those whom we 
serve. Our suffering, our brokenness, our fragility becomes the place 
from which holiness and compassionate ministry emerges. 
 
Part of our priestly ministry is to suffer for and with others. To take the 
risk of letting hurting people into our heart, there to be refreshed and 
consoled and healed. If it were not for the grace of Jesus we would not 
have the strength and the courage to do this. But we cannot do this, 
unless we are familiar with our own suffering.  
 
 
Shards of light.  
 

There is a little story about 
brokenness I'd like to share 
because it helped me accept my 
own. A boy received a gift of a 
crystal star on a chain. He hung 
it in his window. The next 

morning the prism burst forth a rainbow light that danced on the walls 
of his room.  
One day, he was playing with it and dropped the crystal; it broke into 
many shards. He was very sad. He picked up the pieces and placed 
them on his windowsill.  
The next morning there was not just one ray of wonderful light but 
many! The gift of the crystal had become more radiant, more valuable, 
in its brokenness than it was when it was it was whole. 
 
Dying: the final stage of growth. 
(This written March 2009) Now let me expand these thoughts to reflect 
on our own lives, dear reader. I invite you to go still a little deeper into 
the Paschal Mystery of Jesus now. I invite you to contemplate a 
forbidden topic in our society - death and dying as we reflect on the 
death of our Lord.  
 



If you have been following Arise you might recall that I want to reflect 
on the process of dying as a part of the transitional/transformational 
journey from suffering > through death > to risen life. I have been 
trying to help you become aware - whether you are Catholic or not, 
that this is the process of life itself. Death is not the end; it is simply a 
moment on the journey, a transition to another phase of life unknown 
to us until we get there.  
Elizabeth Kubler-Ross has done some very powerful work with dying 
persons. In her book Death: The Final Stage of Growth, she says, "Since 
the dawn of humankind, the human mind has pondered death, 
searching for the answer to its mysteries.  
  
“The key to the question of death unlocks the door to life."  
 
And again, "For those who seek to understand it, death is a highly 
creative force."  
 
And still again, "Death does not have to be a catastrophic, destructive 
thing; indeed, it can be viewed as one of the most constructive, 
positive, and creative elements of culture and life."  
 
Elizabeth Kubler-Ross saw a pattern that there seemed to be distinct 
stages that a person often goes through in the dying process, described 
in her 1969book On Death and Dying. Her work has had a profound 
affect on my ministry as a priest for I have found no more rewarding 
work than to walk with - to be a midwife for --people approaching the 
mysterious doorway of death. 
 
Denial: "I feel fine." /"This can't be happening, not to me!"  
 
Anger: "Why me? It's not fair!"/ "How can this happen to me! / "Who's to 
blame?"  
 
Bargaining: "Just let me live to see my children graduate." / "I'll do 
anything for a few more years." /"I will give my life savings if I can find a 
cure." 
 
Depression: It’s hopeless; why bother with anything?"/ "I'm going to die . . . 
What's the point?"; "Why go on?" 
  
Acceptance:  "It's going to be okay, whether I live or die."/ "I can handle it 
with a little help from my friends"/ I cannot fight it, I may as well prepare for 
it / I'll let go and let God."  
 
Another kind of dying: Losing a job or a home:  
We have found in recent years that the same process of grieving and 
recovery is present in the lives of most of us who experience a severe 
shock or interruption in our life. That was true for me in the early 



years of my now thirty-one year journey with bipolar illness. I was in 
and out of mental institutions for the first six years (1978 - 1983) and at 
first I fought it with all my might. I turned the anger inward to myself 
and spent seven long years in depression. It took me a long time to 
surrender. To accept. To let go and let God. To simply put one foot in 
front of the other and keep going, trusting that I was being led to a safe 
harbor. Finally! I have learned to roll with the punches. Eventually, 
with the kindness of my bishops and friends, I was able to accept. And 
in the acceptance, new life emerged. 
 
Acceptance doesn't mean that we give up exactly. It simply means that 
we come to realize that we need to turn the reigns over to Someone 
who has infinitely more wisdom than we do to guide us through the 
lot that is laid out for us. That is essentially what Twelve Step recovery 
is all about:  
 
Step One: Realize that we are powerless (i.e., in this economy.)  
 
Two: Come to believe in a Power greater than ourselves.  
 
And Three: Turn our life and our will over to our Higher Power. Then 
the journey begins. A new life is possible, perhaps a life beyond our 
fondest imaginings.  
 
This is the dying process. The process of self-emptying.  
St. Paul tells us that Jesus,  
"though he was in the form of God,  
did not regard equality with God    something to be grasped.  
Rather, he emptied himself, taking the  form of a slave,  
coming in human likeness; and found human in appearance,  
he humbled himself, 
becoming obedient to death,  
     even death on a cross"  
                   (Philippians 2:1-11.)  
 
I hope you see the connections between accepting our brokenness, 
emptying ourselves and letting go of a life that no longer works to be 
led to a new one.  
 
As we endure the shock of this economy, many of our lives have been 
or will be changed. Many will have to downsize their ambitions and 
dreams to do anything available to feed one's family. Many high 
school seniors will not be able to go to college. Many families will be 
without the safety net of health care because they lost their insurance 
with their jobs. 
 
I have experienced much of this in my journey with manic depressive 
illness. I walked around D.C. for a year with holes in my shoes because 
I could not afford new ones. But I found solace and strength in the 



invitation of Jesus to "Follow me." To follow him to Calvary and be 
willing to be nailed, like him to my share of the Cross. And in doing 
so, I found the meaning of my life, my priestly ministry and my 
writing. I get solace and comfort that, though I stumble, I wait for the 
grace to get up again, recalling that Jesus himself stumbled "under the 
weight of the wood."  
           ______________ 
 
The death of capitalism. If we have been bold enough to contemplate 
the death of God, why not the death of capitalism? Perhaps we ought 
to let capitalism as we know it die so that a new people-centered 
economy might emerge from a thing-centered economy that has done 
great harm to us without us being aware of it. 
 
Erich Fromm recognized in 1956 (Art of Loving) that as we concentrate 
on buying and selling of material things we ourselves become 
commodities as well. And the movie Matrix in 1999 shows us how 
unaware we are of the devastation that has been done to us. (Cf. 
Fromm's devastating critique of capitalism at the end of this reflection.) 
 
Capitalism as we know it is just as atheistic as communism; i.e. we 
worship money and how to get it above all else. It has destroyed 
spiritual life in this country. The economic crisis is, in reality, a 
spiritual crisis. We can learn from Jesus to empty ourselves of our 
greed, our egos, of our "false selves, and our false idols; i.e. the dollar 
bill. And I suggest that until we are healed of the harm of 
consumerism we will never recognize the sacredness of life. We 
dispose of little ones as we dispose of discarded cell phones.  
 
It is my sense that we are in the denial and bargaining stage of this 
economic crisis. They say in A.A. that addiction is "trying the same old 
thing expecting different results." We are addicted to consumerism. 
And I doubt the bargaining (the stimulus and bailout packages) is 
radical enough to work.  
 
So perhaps our country could learn something from Jesus' Paschal 
Mystery. I have just found a book on the Net that already proclaims 
this notion. Jack Lessinger has written a book entitled "Transformation: 

Fall of the Consumer Economy / Rise 
of the Responsible Capitalist" 
(JackLessinger.com). My point: The 
paschal mystery of life is a natural 
process. If we cooperate with the 
dying we reduce our pain and hasten 
the transformation.  
 
Make this Holy Week count. As 
Christians, we learn how to die well, 
again and again by looking to Jesus. 



We learn that dying well is the final stage of growth. But we have to 
face death to ourselves again and again if we are to grow spiritually. 
 
Jesus knew very early in his ministry that his work would lead him 
eventually to his death because his enemies were out to get him. 
Nevertheless, he stayed on message, walked the dark valley, quite 
alone, attuned only to his heavenly Father. He was to be, as Isaiah 
predicted, "the lamb led to the slaughter, who opened not his mouth." 
He was the silent witness. And the message? That we have a 
Father/God who loves us unconditionally. No matter what. The 
Christian message is that simple. And yet, our sin is that we fail to live 
it and are wont to crucify those who do. 
 
In our own journey of suffering, in accepting our brokenness, the 
fragility of our lives, dear reader, we can gain strength from uniting 
whatever we are experiencing to Jesus' paschal journey. His passage 
through death to life is our passage; his transition from suffering to 
glory is ours. Stay with him. Take the strength he offers you. Tune into 
the Holy Spirit as Jesus himself did to guide you from one moment to 
the next.  
 
I have gotten this far on my long journey, alternately in light, or in 
darkness, in moments of victory or despair, often not knowing where I 
was going (or being led) or what would happen next. Perhaps, in what 
I have learned, I have gained a bit of wisdom to share. And you know 
what? As I approach the fortieth anniversary of my ordination this 
May, I still don't know what's going to happen next! If we're honest, 
we must admit that none of us do. I take my priestly commitment in 
little chunks, renewing it several times a day as I plod this earth and I 
tell the Lord simply, I'm Here. Here I am. Adsum.  
 
And I have come to realize that's what Jesus did. He was led by the 
Holy Spirit from moment to moment, from one experience to the next, 
trying to let people have a bit of a realization that God loved them. No 
matter what. And they killed him for that. He stretched out his arms 
and allowed himself to be nailed and even then he trusted that it 
wouldn't end there. That there was more to come. That death is  
not the end! And he let go and said, "Father, into your hands I 
commend my spirit. 
 
And bowed his head and died. 
 
Yes, I have long realized as Dr. Kubler-Ross said, "The key to the 
question of death unlocks the door to life." This is the reason we have 
crucifixes in our churches, in our homes, around our necks. We are 
invited to meditate on the mystery of our Lord's death because it is the 
key that unlocks the door to life.  
So, as Jesus emptied himself, let us empty ourselves this Lent of all that 
hinders us from coming to God. 



 
Let us find the treasures we possess on our own brokenness, our own 
sinfulness, our own failures and disappointments for it is there that we 
will find God.  
 
Brokenness is painful. The Cross is painful. We are invited to unite our 
suffering with Jesus on his cross. When we are broken, we are more 
open to God and the need for God, and when we are whole, we are 
less likely to be open to God's grace because things are going so well. I 
hope the same is true of our country. Do not be afraid to embrace the 
suffering in your life. Why? Because the suffering is not the end of the 
story. Like Jesus, we will move through our pain and death-to-self to 
new and risen life. Our country will too. We just need to let go and let 
it happen. 
 
My message to you is that a Catholic doesn't really "get" the meaning 
of one's faith until we LIVE the paschal mystery from day to day. Look 
for signs of death and risen life in your ordinary experience. When I 
take Shivvy for a walk these spring mornings I delight in the 
transformation of the cypress trees. A week ago brown, dead leaves 
hung mournfully from them. And now they are coming back to life 
with luminous delicate green leaves, the paschal mystery in nature. 
My faith and my experience teach me that there is no story that has 
more power to transform lives than that of the paschal mystery of 
Jesus. Even an insignificant story about a prism of light reveals the 
transformation that is available to us because One had the courage to 
enter into death so that the world could enter into life.  
 
There is no other sign than the Cross for us to be saved. No other life 
than this. 
  
 

Unless a grain of wheat  
        falls into the earth and dies,  
     it remains alone;  
but if it dies,  
     it bears much fruit. 

 
He who saves his life will lose it  
      and whoever hates his life 
         in this world  
                will preserve it for eternal life (John 12:24-26) 
 
 



 
 
Excerpt from Erich Fromm's Art of Loving . . .  
 
Modern capitalism needs men who co-operate smoothly and in large 
numbers; who want to consume more and more; and whose tastes are 
standardized and can be easily f influenced and anticipated. It needs 
men who feel free and f independent, not subject to any authority or 
principle or f conscience-yet willing to be commanded, to do what is f 
expected of them, to fit into the social machine without friction . . .  
What is the outcome? Modern man is alienated from f himself, from 
his fellow men, and from nature. He has f been transformed into a 
commodity, experiences his life f forces as an investment which must 
bring him the maximum profit obtainable under existing market 
conditions.  
 
Human relations are essentially those of alienated automatons, each 
basing his security on staying close to the herd, and not being different 
in thought, feeling or action. While everybody tries to be as close as 
possible to the rest, everybody remains utterly alone, pervaded by the 
deep sense of insecurity, anxiety and guilt which always results when 
human separateness cannot be overcome. Our civilization offers many 
palliatives which help people to be consciously unaware of this 
aloneness: first of all the strict routine of bureaucratized mechanical 
work which mental human desires, of the longing for transcendence 
and unity. Inasmuch as the routine alone does not succeed in this, man 
overcomes his unconscious despair by the routine of amusement, the 
passive consumption of sounds and sights offered by the amusement 
industry; furthermore by the satisfaction of buying ever new, and soon 
exchanging them for others.  
 
Modern man is actually close to the picture Aldous Huxley describes 
in his Brave New World: well fed, well clad, satisfied sexually, yet 
without self, without any except the most superficial contact with his 
fellow men, guided by the slogans which Huxley formulated so 
succinctly, such as: "When the individual feels, the community reels"; 
or "Never put off till tomorrow the fun you can have today," Man's 
happiness today consists in "having fun." Having fun lies in the 
satisfaction of consuming and "taking in" commodities, sights, food, 
drinks, cigarettes, people, lectures, books, movies-fall are consumed, 
swallowed. Our character is geared to exchange and to receive, to 
barter and to consume, everything, spiritual as well as material objects, 
becomes an object of exchange and of consumption.  
 
(Erich Fromm / Art of Loving / Bantam books, 1956 / pp. 72-73)  
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My blog is posted several times a week at:  
www.bobtraupman.wordpress.com  

 
For the themes of the Scriptures for each day of Lent go to  
www.americancatholic.org/Newsletters/CU/ac0202.asp 

 
 
 
        A blessed Easter to you and yours!




