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Twentieth Anniversary Year

Both Sides Now –
My Journey through 40 years of priestly life
Editor’s note: In this issue I would like to reflect on my own journey as a priest and then
my experience of the Church and the priesthood today. A major theme here is my deep love of
the sacred liturgy which I try to live “in season and out of season.” As we prepare for the
coming feast of Pentecost I invite you to be aware of the movement of the Holy Spirit in your
own life as well.
Rejoice with dear readers! This May 24th I give thanks to Jesus for granting me the
gift of serving as his priest for 40 years. It’s an astonishing thing really, when you
consider that I have carried it through 31 years of manic-ßdepressive illness with all
the vagaries of life which that rocky road affords.
My prayer is looking forward as I reflect on these years: We need a New Pentecost in
the Church these days. We need to have the windows flung open once again, as
Pope John XXIII did fifty years ago and let the mighty wind of the Holy Spirit shake
us up. No! We need a hurricane to blow through us.
At my ordination, in that small Orlando St. Charles Cathedral 40 years ago, my
friend Carey Landry belted out “The Spirit is a-movin’, all over, all over this land!
And God certainly gave me a mighty rush of the Spirit through the
hands of Archbishop William Donald Borders that informed the
first five years of my priestly ministry with joy and exuberance. I
was so honored to be one of “Uncle Don’s priests! I am writing
him a thank you note for calling me to priestly service. He’s 93
now, living in Baltimore. I am still grateful to him for having
confidence that I could help the priests and people of the diocese to
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catch some of the love and devotion to the sacred liturgy that I have had since my
boyhood.
Today I am in love with our great God who wants to catch us up in the dynamic /
transformative / exuberant community of the love the Father, Son and Holy Spirit
still creating, renewing and transforming the world and our lives. I know. I’m aware
of it every day.
Forty years into priesthood, I just want so much for the people whose lives I touch
to be enkindled with the fire of the Holy Spirit. Especially you, my dear readers!
Life in the church means nothing without that personal and intimate participation in
God’s own life. It has taken me many years to get that. And my intense and fervent
prayer as I quietly celebrate my anniversary is that we have a New Pentecost, a new
out-pouring of the Holy Spirit upon Jesus’ Church. I am eager for people to realize
how much God loves us. His command is very simple: Love one another as I have
loved you. That’s all. That’s enough. That’s very difficult.

I’ m in love wit h t he C hur ch’s litu r gy.
If there is anything our church has to offer, it is to live the rich liturgical heritage we
have from day to day. Yet we are as much in need of renewal in the liturgy as was
true 40 years ago.
What’s this church thing all about? When you look around, do you see the fire of the
Spirit’s love in peoples’ eyes or do you see dull, lifeless faces of people there just to
“fulfill their Sunday obligation” but not fully aware of how deeply the Lord loves
them and whose community we are? Are you there because you want to be? Are
you leaving Mass better off than when you walked in? Are you inspired? Nourished?
Convicted? Strengthened? Do you feel connected with God?
In your parish, do you sing your praise with hearts full of joy and gratitude for what
God is bringing about in your life? That’s the kind of worship every parish should be
offering to our Lord. St. Iraneus said, “The glory of God is man fully alive.”

I love my priest/brothers.
For 12 years I wrote a journal for priests that I had to let go of when I got Parkinson’s
and couldn’t write or type. I still have a small faithful priest readership.
In that journal I was always calling us to a deeper conviction / commitment to our
priesthood. But today, I think many American priests are tired, disillusioned, weary,
overworked, and many are angry. All of us are suffering from the pedophilia thing.
When I wear my collar in an airport, I wonder if people are thinking, “Is he one of
them?”
Our Church has lost a great deal of credibility in not dealing with this question deeply
enough. My problem is that we’re throwing out the accused without any effort to see
if the accused are guilty. In doing that, the bishops are saying priests have no rights;
we priests are all being accused! And we feel that. One chancery official said to me
once, “If I were in difficulty, I wouldn’t call my bishop, I’d call my lawyer.”
And look at the broader implications of this. Isn’t it a little disingenuous of us to
expect people to listen seriously to us on abortion or sexual matters while not dealing
with our own issues of sexuality among the clergy? Isn’t our story like Hans
Christian Anderson’s The Emperor’s New Clothes? I perceive many bishops as living
in fear these days; and fear is the favorite tool of Satan to control and manipulate us.
I’m hoping for some courageous leadership among the American bishops. Many
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folks in and out of the Church – and many priests -- are intensely angry with the lack
of such leadership.
When I began the journal For Priests Only in 1996 I said that our priestly ministry
arises from our realization that we are simply “earthen vessels” – clay pots, easily
broken. And St. Paul says that’s the way it should be. We just need to be honest about
our brokenness. That’s all the people want.
Yes, we are not immune to scandal. Another broke yesterday
morning in the Miami Herald of a prominent young Cuban priest
with movie star looks carrying on with a young woman on a north
Florida beach. Which is the scandal? This young man’s struggle
with his sexuality? Or the Church’s refusal to acknowledge that
sexuality issues pervade the entire priesthood and have for
centuries?
In my journal For Priests Only I have pleaded with my brother priests and bishops
not to stuff this stuff deeper into the closets of the Church or into our individual
psyches. Human sexuality is a powerful force that each of us must tame and order.
We just simply have to bring the issue of the quest for sexual maturity into the light
where we can be healed. To our peril we deny, cover up and even lie about these
issues. Either we believe with Jesus that “The truth shall make you free” or not.
Does the Church want bishops and priests who simply tow the company line or do
they want spiritual leaders who are able to put their own daily struggles before the
people? I believe that this sharing of ourselves should be the heart of any priest’s
life. I have always avoided being put up on a pedestal, untouchable, as if holiness
were being pure, other-worldly. I totally and utterly reject that. No. Holiness is for
all of us who are struggling to eke our existence in this valley of tears. We clergy-types
have the same temptations and struggles as every one else -- cynicism, gossip, envy,
ambition, deception, as the rest of us or failing to support a brother priest in time of
need. It’s just about time that we acknowledge that we, too, are sinners, perhaps
even worse than many.
I get very angry with my church for abandoning folks whose lives don’t “match up”
and for very often searing a cruel wound in peoples’ souls. For years my heart has
gone out to marginal Catholics who have been cruelly dismissed by priests with a
heartless, condemning remark, when what Jesus would have said or done would be
to simply love them.

The courage to be real and honest.
The result has been that many of us, including priests, have been satisfied with a
superficial spirituality – “Do it or else” Obey. In that our behavior may be engaged,
but not necessarily our heart. We become compliant, but not converted. They call
that hypocrisy.
One has to go through the pain and growth and struggle to apply one’s faith to the
nitty-gritty of a life when it doesn’t fall neatly into established categories. I know.
That’s certainly true of my life. And it is my struggle to make sense of that struggle
that I have tried to share with folks, especially in Arise for the past twenty years. I
know that when I reflect the truth of my own struggle to love God and his people, and
deal with my inner demons, I am most helpful to people trying to stay on their own
quest for holiness and wholeness. I do not have it all together but I keep growing
and going and gleaning some wisdom to share along the way. That’s what preaching
should be about! That’s what St. Paul did.
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Yes, I love my brother priests, but I am concerned about us right now. And I love the
many bishops with whom I have had a personal relationship. In fact, I have given my
heart to four of them. I have always been honest with them. Bishops have a difficult
job, but they, too, are called to live the gospel and admit that they have just as much
trouble doing so as the rest of us.
On the outside, many would consider my life as a priest hardly exemplary. I once
was on a fast track. Bishop Rene Gracida once told my father, “He’ll be a bishop
someday.” But God quickly realized that if I took that road that I probably
would be an arrogant you know what. Now I’m just a humble priest struggling with
the vagaries of manic depressive illness sometimes with occasional flashes of
insanity. We mentally ill folks often just act out the insanity of our world and then get
attacked because we do. The prophets often did that. I have no parish ministry at
the moment. I am not a pastor. I have never built a church. I have no great
accomplishments behind my name. I’m not even a well-published writer. I’ve
written faithfully this reflection / letter for twenty years now, but its audience is
small and I’ve been carrying a debt to keep on going because I have at least some
people who benefit from what I share.
On the inside, my priesthood seems to becoming deeper and richer. For the past two
years it was as if a hurricane turned my life upside down. But what a change!
Today, I am inwardly and outwardly at peace. At this very moment, I am sitting in
my recliner in the inexpensively, but tastefully designed living room of my 1200 sq ft
piece of real estate. I love this time of day -- the hours before dawn. It is still, except
for the hum of Shivvy’s fan in his little corner under the kitchen table. (Shivvy is an
ascetical dog; he sleeps on the ceramic floor and has always rejected “creature comforts”,
unlike me).
It’s 5:45 am, and I’ve been up for two hours musing with our Lord on life, my own
and our country’s and the Church’s and my friends as I draw all of us into
conversation with Him. The psalmists speak
about musing through the night on the Lord’s
goodness -- simply being present to and with Him.
And I realize how privileged I am at this time of
my life to feel this close to our Lord. Yet, I
realize I could lose that precious gift, if I am not
attentive. This is my comfortable little poustinia at
one end of our Cypress Chase A condo complex.
The quandrangle is a beautiful park. I often take
the time to delight in the tropical flowers and
wonder about tree limbs twisted by accidents of nature (we can learn a lot from trees.) I
feel richly blessed!
I know this is where I am supposed to be at this moment. I want my writing to arise
from my prayer and contemplation. There is no joy or delight I could have, my
dear reader, than to see you also caught up in your own wonderful love affair with
Jesus and to find your peace in an also not-quite-together life. If the Church is not
helping people to get there then we’re not doing it right.

Life! from both sides now.
Kay Redfield Jamison of Johns Hopkins wrote a book called Exuberance. She
exuberantly describes us manic-depressive types. We alternate between intense joy
and being caught up in profound connectedness to all there is on one hand and on the
other, isolation, self-doubt or for some, even despair. And that’s our vocation!
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That’s our story, our stories. We have seen life “from both sides now,” as I remember
Judy Collins singing also 40 years ago.
And, 40 years into a never dull priesthood, that’s my story and it continues to be
adventuresome and exciting even though I might not leave my armchair.
My relationship with Christ has not always been this strong, this immediate or this
intimate. In the first few years of my priesthood I was extremely active, And
struggling with my spirituality. My early journals are filled with the seeming split
between my sexuality and my spirituality. In the last two years, I have come to be at
peace with that sexual energy and to learn how to preside over it and bring it into
balance, though it’s always a struggle.
That story is an essential part of my priestly journey. Father Bill Sheehan, OMI, my
spiritual director from 1985 till 1997, taught me that the words “sexuality” and
“spirituality” were mirror images.
Sexuality remains a profound mystery that the human race has feared approaching
honestly and forthrightly. Sexuality is part of who we all are as humans. And a part
of who we are as priests. It is only denied at our own peril, especially since we live in
a sex-saturated society. We are called to tame and order whatever is disordered and
rejoice in such a wonderful gift. In the coming months and years I will take my
readers down to a deeper level of my soul where this story has resided in my
journals for many years.

Fidelity / faithfulness / integrity
What is fidelity to one’s vocation all about? In preparing this reflection on my
priestly journey, I have been re-devouring an Anthony Padovano’s Free to be
Faithful that he wrote 37 years:
The first fidelity is not fidelity to God or country, to Church or creed. The first fidelity is
faithfulness to self. Unless one is faithful to himself he is a traitor to all others. Unless one is
faithful to himself, he is a self-seeker even though he may hide himself in the clothing of a
messianic mission, an ecclesiastical office, or a public service.
People today are not as impressed with the [person] who has a faith by which to live as they
are desperate for a [person] on which to rely. The most acute absence in modern life is the
absence of those in whom one can hope, from whom one can expect the truth, with whom one
can walk a common path” (p. 5).

So, this is not my fidelity. It is Jesus’ fidelity to me, his grace. I still
have the faculties (canonical credentials) of my diocese, though a
priest of my diocese said “It’s a wonder you’re still a priest.” He
didn’t mean that to be a compliment. But it’s true considering I’ve
walked with bipolar illness with, um, flashes of insanity now and
again.
My priesthood is who I am. It has been chiseled into the nooks and
crannies of my soul. Even during my five-year leave of absence
from 1980 – 85 to explore my sexuality honestly I never stopped
looking at life through the lens of my priestly consciousness. And I
seek such intimacy with Him that when I receive the Holy Eucharist
I pray that my body would become His and that His blood would
course through my blood stream.
I’m here. Still. That’s all. And, you know, it’s dawning on me that’s
enough!
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I chose the two words I’m Here as the title of the memoir I’m writing because, very
often, that was about all I could accomplish in the last couple of years. In AA, they
call it “showing up.” In 2006 – 2008 when I struggled with my health, I would walk
into a bathroom, splash water in my face and simply say: I’m Here. I’m here, Lord;
this is about all I can manage right now. I’m still here, even if it doesn’t all make
sense. (If you parse those two words, you notice that’s what Samuel and Isaiah said: Here I
am!) I renew my priestly commitment many times a day.

In love with the possibilities.
God has led me out of that darkness now and filled me with enthusiasm and
exuberance once again. I now understand what the darkness was about and what is
amazing is that I have received a tremendous healing of my body /mind / spirit
through these last two years. I am more youthful, stronger physically than I’ve ever
been. And I am ready for anything the Lord wants of me, even if that be just to sit on
my porch and write.
You see, I seek intimacy with all there is. From my chair (it’s now 7:07) I notice that
the sun’s rays have just reached the tops of the trees at the far end of our inner
courtyard) and my heart can – and, I am certain, does – make contact with whomever
I draw into my awareness. You, especially, dear reader.
Last May, when I was discerning what I was being called to do next, my neighbor
Joan recommended Eckart Tolle’s bestselling book The New Earth. Father Don, my
spiritual director in Lake Charles, Lousiana recommended Johannes Metz” Poverty
of Spirit. Both books affirm that being is more important than doing. And St. Paul
insists “When I am powerless, I am strong.” So, at this stage of my priesthood I am
simply content that I am a priest. That is all. That is enough.
Our sacramental theology states that ordination imprints the gift of orders in/on the
soul, and cannot be taken away, though one certainly can lose one’s consciousness of
oneself as a priest as anyone can lose consciousness (awareness) of one’s human
dignity. So, I know that I will continue to be and to pray and to serve as a priest on
my off-planet journey.
The other day I suddenly came across Joni Mitchell and Judy Collins’ song, also of 40
years ago, that still says it so well:
I’ve looked at life from both sides now
From up and down, and still somehow
Its life’s illusions I recall
I really don’t know life at all.
May I take a moment to remember my parents who taught me to be honest – even
though they struggled in their later years to grab hold of what I was being honest
about. (Mom died in 1989 / Dad in 1993. In ‘69 both were younger than I am now.)
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Jesus, I am so happy you have chosen me to be one of your priest servants.
My life has brought me to know and love so many of your people who do not
quite fit into the mold of a “good Catholic” but whose lives I have come to
respect. You taught me that, Jesus. You were at home with the downtrodden,
the sinners and outcasts. And the women. Yes, the women!
These are my friends, dear Jesus. Many are as deeply wounded as I am. Some
are stuck and not growing, like many inside the church. But they’re decent,
loving human beings doing the best they can, though they may not know you
very well. Help me to let them know and love You, Lord. That’s all I want: to
help people know Your love for them, no matter what they’ve done.
I am an outcast in some ways too. Lord. Many of my friends and brother priests
have dismissed me from their lives. That was very painful, But now I see that it
was You who were leading me through this every step of the way for Your own
purposes yet to be revealed.
It is You who strengthens me and affirms me. For . .
Lord, You are my portion and my cup,
You have made my destiny secure
You will show me the path to life,
the fullness of joy in your presence.
Psalm 16:5

My first Mass + St. John’s Parish + St. Pete Beach, Florida + May 24, 2009

Now, dear friends, won’t you also celebrate your own fidelity to life, your quest for
authenticity. Have the courage to be who you are; the courage to be the wonderful
person inside of you that God wants you to be! Amen! Come Holy Spirit!
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Both Sides Now
I was in the seminary in the late Sixties, I used to love Joni Mitchell’s Both
Sides Now as sung by Judy Collins. Here’s the link to a YouTube version
sung by Joni in concert. The song really expresses the themes of my life.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tKQSlH-LLTQ&feature=related
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+++++++++
Check out my blog with contemplative images and often with music videos at
http://bobtraupman.wordpress.com
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