
 1 

 
 
   

         Arise  

A reflection / letter to foster pastoral and spiritual growth 
By Bob Traupman / contemplative writer  

 Vol. XXV /1  
The original edition appeared in the St. Barthomew Catholic Community’s 

Bulletin as Vol. III / No. 1  / 1991 

 
 

The Courage  t o  Change  
Twenty-fifth Anniversary Year 

 
Editor’s Note: This issue was first published for the Bartholomew 

Parish Community in their bulletin while I was associate pastor there.  I’ve 
only changed the tense of the verbs as we look back on the incredible 
Change that occurred in the Soviet Union that month and that year.  Do 
you remember?  Take a look . . . 
	  
Nobody  rea l l y  l ikes  change .  It’s always difficult—whether the 
change be internal or external—even if the change is for the better.  It 
always puts us through a lot of stress; so we often prefer to remain stuck in 
the miserable state we’re in rather than muster up the courage that’s 
necessary for us to deal with life on its terms. 
      
This certainly had been true as we witnessed on TV the courageous 
changes that were thrust upon the people of the Soviet Union.  The coup 
leaders demonstrated their inability to cope with the shifting sands that 
had been moving through their country during the tenure of Mikhail 
Gorbachev's leadership. They couldn't stomach or abide those changes that 
threatened their whole way of life and their personal and collective 
security.  And so they plotted the overthrow of that country's legitimate 
authority and tried to reverse the changes of recent times. 
 
You see, a reflection on that revolution in the Soviet Union can help us 
understand the nature of how change happens even on a personal level. 
We often prefer "the devil we know to the devil we don't.”   We can 
remain stuck in the miseries of a dysfunctional marriage or stressful work 
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situation or many years and even then only face up to change when it is 
forced upon us by a crisis as happened twenty two years ago in the 
U.S.S.R. 
        
The whole world was involved in that Crisis for some few tense hours, 
wondering if we were to be thrust back into the darkness of the Cold War 
and the threat of nuclear annihilation.   
       
But suddenly the winds of change shifted directions. The people of Russia, 
after 74 years of darkness under Communist oppression found the 
courage to change—the kind of dramatic change that perhaps hadn't been 
seen for two centuries in the world order.  They found the courage to lie 
down before tanks and to tear down the symbols of their long oppression. 
       
Where did they find that courage?  They found it within themselves. And 
that kind of courage can only be prompted by God and his all powerful 
Spirit. 
        
One can only think that all the rosaries the people of God have said "for 
the conversion of Russia" over those many 
years was witnessed in our sight and 
in our hearing as we tersely watched these 
events unfold on our TV screens. 
        
Personal change requires a great mustering of 
courage as well. We, too, can be caught 
between the forces that would bring down upon 
our heads even greater slavery on the one hand 
or the real hope and possibility of true freedom 
on the other.  Anyone who has tried to wrest 
oneself or a loved one from the slavery of 
addiction knows how terrible this battle can be. 
        
Think about this for a moment . . . What forces 
are at work in your life (if any) that tear at you—first in one direction and 
in the next instant in the opposite direction?   Do you have the courage to  
face up to the battle or do you shrink from it and sweep it under the rug in 
a rush of denial as so many of us do when faced with the challenges of 
life? 
        
The Christian faith impels us toward greater and greater freedom.  Jesus, 
in fact, very simply says: "The truth shall make you free!" In this short 
phrase of our Master is the antidote for life's ills. The people of the 
Soviet Union lived in bondage for 74 years. But all of a sudden the truth 
was thrust upon them. They realized that decision-time had arrived and 
many had the courage to make the decision that would, hopefully, turn the 
tide of their long bondage.  It took every ounce of courage that they could 
muster. They realized there was great risk. They might lose, yes. But if 
they did not decide, they surely could not win. And so, with the courage of 
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Boris Yeltsin and the three young men who showed forth the courage of 
martyrs as they faced down the tanks, they seized the moment. 
       
As with most of us in our personal lives, we get stuck for many years in 
the dreariness, the drudgery, the dullness, the weightiness of things that we 
know should be changed but for which we just don't have the courage or 
the will or know the way to make the appropriate changes. 
         
Then comes some opportunity.   For some who drink heavily it may be 
getting a D.U.I. For others itmay that the stress of their work has brought 
them a heart attack. These kinds of crises appear negative and calamitous. 
The appearance on the scene at the Kremlin of a revolutionary committee 
seemed to many calamitous indeed. But crisis almost always brings 
opportunity as well. In the crisis, perhaps lying midst the rubble of the 
chaos and confusion of the moment, is hidden a way out that can lead to 
freedom—if only the truth can be faced and the moment seized.   Perhaps 
that window of opportunity will only last a few minutes or a few hours. 
      
This requires several things of us spiritually. 
 
First of all, it requires a patient watchfulness so that we can be prepared 

when the opportunity may come.   Let’s pray that we will 
be ready to seize the moment when our opportunity for 
welcome change appears before us.   For this we have to 
be watchful and vigilant. 
        
But in order to do this—and this is my second point—we 
must be able to live with the ambiguity, the tension, the 
anxiety of our life's state without going to pieces.  There 
are two words that are helpful here—symbolic and 

diabolic. The word symbol is a Greek word meaning "to draw together."  
The word diabol means "to dispel or disperse."  
        
I learned the power and meaning of these words when I was still a young 
priest and faced my first serious life crisis. The temptation I felt was to  
abandon my priesthood (to dispel or disperse). Then I encountered the 
lesson of these words and I realized that it that wasn’t God who was 
tempting me to do this. Even though my life was in a shambles and I felt 
that I was anything but a good priest, I learned to pick up the pieces (the 
puzzle) of my life and carry them around as if in a paper sack until God 
would draw them together for me again.  It took a long time for that to 
happen, but it did because I learned to be patient with myself. I discovered 
that God Himself was patient with me and wasn't finished with me yet. 
        
 
And that leads to the third spiritual element in being ready for change—to 
have hope.  The Soviet peoples lived in darkness for 74 years before their 
critical moment—their critical opportunity for change—came along.   
Most of us Americans, I fear, would not have that kind of spiritual 
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strength if we lived in similar conditions.   We would have given up 
watching for an opportunity and, therefore, missed it when it appeared. 
       
Hope is one of the essential Christian virtues without which we cannot 
successfully complete this life. God calls us to be a people so conditioned 
as to never give up hope. Without that kind of hope, the Soviet peoples 
would not have been able to accomplish what they did.        
  
So, too, a person who is racked with pain from a long severe, debilitating 
and humiliating illness may not have hope. Nevertheless, God directs us to 
hang in and hang on no matter what. 
        
Fourthly, we have to be able to abide the doubt and confusion of such 
moments. We have to have the courage to risk taking action not knowing 
exactly where the next step will lead. Even as we might have the 
courage to change, doubts and confusion may assail us. Within the Soviet 
Union there were many peoples who were not with the changes that had 
taken place. They still preferred the status quo. As we take the risk to 
challenge an abusive marriage partner by getting restraining order so that 
he (or she) cannot enter the house to abuse the family any longer, doubt 
and confusion may swirl around. And we may not know for sure what the 
next step may be from there. 
        
And we have to fifthly, have a large dose of self-confidence—and 
confidence in the Spirit of God. Even though the road was not at all 
mapped out for the future of the Soviet peoples or for the spouse who has 
the courage to confront her husband, there comes a point when we have to 
muster all the COURAGE we can, put one foot in front of the other and 
CHANGE. 
       
Change is difficult. It’s scary. But it’s of the essence of life. The 
successful spiritual person learns to change often; that is, to be ready for 
any and all circumstances, evil or good, as life lays out the cards.  
        
The task of authentic spirituality is to help us to change and, as I said, to 
change often. There is a phrase in theology, talking about the Church— 
“Ecclesia  semper reformanda.  "The Church always reforming itself."  I 
adapt that phrase to characterize the truly spiritual person: "Persona 
semper reformanda.”—The person always ready to reform  
him(her)self.” 
       
 My spiritual director and friends are always proposing new items on my 
agenda for change—changes of attitude, of behavior, in outlook. As I  
look at this agenda and have the courage to deal with it, I find life exciting 
and fresh and ever-new.  
 
The only other option is to stay stuck in our pain, stuck in our groove and, 
in such an instance, life remains a drudgery and dull, like listening to a  
broken record. 
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Just look at what the peoples of the Soviet Union had done for all the 
peoples of the World in just a few days: They have given us hope. They 
keptus glued to our TV sets on the edge of our seats—all because they had 
the courage to change. 
 
That was 23 years ago. The people of Russia, for the most part don’t seem 
to have the courage to change the system these days.. Vladimir Putin, 
though democratically elected, has shown that he will crush his opponents.  
Democracy is once again threatened, particularly if Putin gets the 
constitutional amended so he can remain in office.  Then it’s likely Russia 
will have a moment of decision again. 
 
There is a lesson here for us in the United States.  We need to ask 
ourselves what kind of courage do we have to maintain the freedoms we 
have?   
  
On the level of personal change, here are a few things to think about to 
acquire  . . . 

 
. . .  The Courage to Change 
 
 
  

To improve is to change; to be perfect is to 
change often. 
~ Winston Churchill 
 
If you don't like something, change it. If you can't change it, change your 
attitude. 
~ Maya Angelou  
 
God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the 
courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the 
difference. 
~ Reinhold Niebuhr  
  
You must be the change you wish to see in the world. 
~ Mahatma Gandhi  
  
When we are no longer able to change a situation - we are challenged to 
change ourselves. 
~ Viktor E. Frankl  
 
Never believe that a few caring people can't change the world. For, indeed, 
that's all who ever have. 
~ Margaret Mead   
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Progress is impossible without change, and those who cannot change their 
minds cannot change anything. 
~ George Bernard Shaw  
 
Things do not change; we change. 
~ Henry David Thoreau  
 
 
From © brainyquotes.com  (Roll over the person’s name with your cursor 
and it will take you to the website and you can get more quotes from that 
person.) 
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