
(from a homily given by Tom Lumpkin on his 
70th birthday)

In the gospel narrative, Jesus’ ministry gets o! 
to a great start. He’s going from place to place 
with near-boundless energy, proclaiming the good 
news, healing the sick and driving out demons. 
And people are responding! Crowds gather 
wherever he is. "ey’re spellbound by his words 
and amazed at his power. By every standard, the 
beginning ministry is a success.

However, as time goes on, the authorities be-
come hostile, the crowd’s enthusiasm wanes and 
the disciples continue to misunderstand. "e downturn culminates 
in Jesus’ arrest, the people crying “Crucify him” and the disciples 
betraying, denying and abandoning him. But this proves to be only 
the next to last word of his story. On Easter he rises to glory!

In recent years, I’ve come to see the progression of the gospel nar-
rative as itself a Word, a Revelation. We’d like to have things go, and 
even assume they should go, from good to better to best. But really, 
more often they go from good to worse to best.

Sometimes we experience this whole dynamic within our earthly 
days. It’s usually the way a committed relationship goes. Most mar-
riages start out good—it’s very romantic; it’s easy to love the other. 
At some point, however, it becomes work. Negatives are dwelt upon 
more than positives. But if the couple can get through this, eventu-
ally the marriage reaches its best state. Not as exciting, but deeper 
and richer. "ey live out in their own relationship the wedding at 
Cana story: good wine to water to best wine. 

Parenting, too, usually follows the same pattern. When a child is 
born, it’s so wonderful! When it becomes an adolescent, it’s so hard! 
But, finally, when the child is around 30, the parents are amazed 
to say, “"is child has really become a good person!” From good to 
worse to best.

But just as often we only know the first two stages during our 
lifetime here: from good to worse. "is is especially true for people 
of faith. "e best comes, we believe, after death. "is is normally the 
story of our physical health. It starts out good and gets progressively 
worse until death. But in faith 
we believe that death gives way 
to a new and best life.

Many disciples of Jesus have, 
like him, only known the first 
two stages during this life. I 
think of Martin Luther King. 
His ministry started out great. 
He went from being a pastor of 
a church in Montgomery, Ala-

bama, to become a national leader. But his faithful-
ness to the gospel led him to oppose the Vietnam 
war, a stand that provoked extreme criticism, even 
from within the tanks of the civil rights movement. 
"en he really struggled in organizing the Poor 
People’s March and in the midst of this e!ort, he 
was assassinated. 

From good to worse.
Some of the great saints also experienced no 

final glory here on earth. At the end of her life, St. 
"erese of Lisieux endured terrible doubt of God’s 
existence. From the recently published letters of 
Mother "eresa, we know she had great dryness in 
her prayer till the very end.
*                        *                         *

At this point, I’m going to forego examples of others and speak 
personally. Consider the following to be a summing up of the first 
70 years of life!

In my ministry as well, things have gone from good to worse. 
When I was first ordained in 1964, Vatican II was renewing the 
Church, and the civil rights and peace movements were renew-
ing the nation. I assumed I would spend my years of ministry in 
contributing to these renewals. But look what’s happened! Our 
Church has gone from renewal to regression—in some quarters, to 
a pre-Vatican II ideal. Our country has gone from peace and justice 
movements to a near-public o#cial approval of torture.

In my personal projects, the experience has been much the same. 
Manna Meal, Day House, St. Ignatius Housing, the Elephants in 
the Living Room—they all began with much energy and hope and, 
with time, have struggled in one way or another. For a long time, I 
confess to feeling very disappointed at how things had turned out. A 
breakthrough came with the realization that this was actually a way I 
was living out the gospel narrative of Jesus’ ministry. So at this time 
of my life I see it much more positively, as a particular way of living 
out my baptism into the mystery of Christ, of becoming conformed 
to Christ.

I might add that somewhat the same experience has happened 
in my prayer. In the last years of seminary studies and first years of 
ministry, my prayer was focused on Christ risen in glory, with us 
still, and coming again. "en, after coming to Day House, I noticed 

my attention being drawn to 
images of Jesus crucified—
probably because my daily life 
was so taken up with su!ering 
people. In more recent years, I 
find myself less drawn to images 
(either of the risen Christ or Je-
sus crucified), wanting to simply 
sit in a silent emptiness. Or, if I 
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In speaking for monks, I am 
really speaking for a very strange 

kind of person, because the monk in 
the modern world is no longer an 

established person with an established 
place in society.  we realize very keenly 

in america today that the monk is 
essentially outside of all establishments.  

He does not belong to an establish-
ment.  He is a marginal person who 
withdraws deliberately to the margin 
of society with a view to deepening 
fundamental human experience.

“Mother and Child” by Kathe Kollwitz, “Gloomy Presentiments of !ings to Come” by 
Francesco Goya, “Forgiveness” by Andrey Yanev



desire to focus on anything, it’s a consecrated host that speaks of the 
hiddenness of Christ in everyday stu!. "ere’s often no emotional 
consolation—never any ecstasy. In a certain sense, my prayer has 
gone from good to worse. But I take comfort in "omas Aquinas’ 
statement that there are three ways to experience God: in creation, 
in history—and as unknowable.

In concluding, I want to quote an excerpt from "omas Merton’s 
letter to a “young activist.” I resonate with his words:

“In the end, it is the reality of personal relationships that saves 
everything.” "at has been my experience. If ministry has gone from 
good to worse, relationships have stayed, blossomed and strength-
ened. I’m so grateful for the a#rmation and, yes, love I’ve experi-
enced all these years! 

!is is the third and final installment of Je" DeBruyn’s three-part series 
on community.

I have been living in the Day House for almost four years. A 
number of people have asked me how and why I live in community. 
Others have seemed to want to ask but didn’t. "ese folks often look 
absolutely bewildered.

In order to live successfully in this community, one must be of 
a certain orientation. Most importantly, one must choose to live in 
community to do the work. One must believe that there is an essen-

tial need or problem to be worked on. However, I contend that this 
need is dual: it is a personal, spiritual need as well as a societal one. 

Second, there must be a desire to grow. One must want to change, 
believe that he/she can and be willing to accept the consequences. 

"ird, one must be equipped with the proper tools—the psycho-
logical orientation mentioned above, as well as an understanding of 
God’s Word that allows one to use it as a guide. "e least productive 
orientation seems to be a rigid ideology. "ose who enter community 
certain of how things “should” be are in for a rough time. Love must 
be the ideology.

Community life is about working to become more free, mature 
and whole. Jesus provides the guidance. Paul says that we are to aspire 
to a mind like Christ’s—loving, sympathetic and tender. Further-
more, Paul says we must “be united in (our) convictions... in (our) 
love”... with humility, emptiness and non-attachment. Of course, 
anyone living in community in service to the poor knows that this is 
easier said than done.

In my analysis of contemporary writings on community I in-
tended to show how many writers seem to grasp the purpose of living 
in community. Some have an accurate understanding of the causes of 
su!ering in our community and world. However, what I found miss-
ing in all of my study was a fleshing out of Paul’s instructions. 

John Spong wrote about becoming “fully human” but didn’t tell 
how. Robert Banks simply said that “those who acknowledge Jesus... 
(and) receive His Spirit are liberated from those things by which they 
were inexorably gripped beforehand... (and) freedom can only be 
attained through freeing oneself from... false beliefs.” Shane Claiborne 
referred to the “revolution of the heart.” 

But reading these and other writers might lead one to believe that 
we are transformed through some magical process. If we “believe”, or 
if we live and work among the poor, we will receive the “Good News” 
and, voilá, we are free. "is impression is likely to lead to disappoint-
ment. "ere is nothing magical involved. It’s about the work. 

"e work is both internal and external. "e external work is easy 
to define, for Christ tells us to feed the hungry, quench the thirst of 
the thirsty, invite the stranger in, clothe the unclothed and look after 
the sick and imprisoned. 

"e internal work is less clearly defined, although writers are quick 
to point to the hoped-for results. Spong talks about the Christ-like 
mind; Claiborne talks about the revolution of the heart; Banks speaks 
about our liberation. "ese are descriptions of the results, but the 
internal work we do while doing the external work is the way.

What is this internal work? Of course, there must be a problem to 
work on. Who is better than Dorothy Day to identify this problem? 
On the cover of her recently published diaries is the quote:

“I have a hard enough job to curb the anger in my own heart 
which I sometimes even wake up with, go to sleep with, a giant to 
strive with, an ugliness, a sorrow to me—a mighty struggle to love. As 
long as there is any resentment, bitterness, lack of love in my heart I 
am powerless. God must help me.”

—From the diaries of Dorothy Day, dated June 16, 1951
Like Dorothy Day, I feel the anger she describes a hundred (used 

to be a thousand) times a day. "ere is a chasm between our internal 
states of being and our desired state. "e internal work is to amelio-
rate the anger that prevents us from loving. 

Life in community provides plenty of opportunities for this work. 
How is it done? First, as I mentioned in part II, and as Jean Vanier 
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describes in his excellent book, Community 
and Growth: Our Pilgrimage Together, we 
must leave those with whom we have lived 
with other values and other norms: wealth, 
possessions, social prestige. Further, as 
Christ says, “If anyone comes to me without 
turning his back on his father and mother, 
his brothers and sisters, indeed his very 
self, he cannot be my disciple” (Lk 14:26). 
Vanier is the only author that seemed to 
understand the hard internal work required 
to live in community.

Vanier’s instructions can be understood 
metaphorically or literally. We can literally separate ourselves from 
people with whom we once associated. Or, metaphorically, we must 
abandon all prior thoughts and beliefs. More importantly, we must 
leave our families. It was the conditioning of our birth families that 
laid the foundation for our anger (and, of course, society’s ills too). 
However, just as many folks resist admitting and recognizing their 
anger, many people fear this step—being alone is scary. So often I see 
people grasping for their childhood; looking for the love and nurtur-
ing and guidance that they never received.

"e personal, spiritual work necessary to live in community must 
be performed 24/7. My application of Vanier’s and Christ’s instruc-
tions is below. 

When I walk out of my bedroom, enter the kitchen, work at 
Manna Meal or approach the Day House, I never know what kind 
of hostility or demands I will be met with by our guests. A thousand 
times a day I pray and think to myself the following: I am not a 
child (it’s not about me, its about serving). My feelings of discom-
fort are merely old, childlike responses (this pressure in my chest is 
OK; it’s old anger; push it away) and childlike thoughts (why doesn’t 
________ do something about this?). 

I remind myself that negative thoughts are unproductive and un-
loving. I remind myself that those thoughts are immature—patterns 
formed when younger and angrier. I frequently remind myself of the 
verse, “When I was a child, I thought like a child, reasoned like a 
child and spoke like a child. Now that I’m an adult I set aside childish 
ways.” I then readjust my thinking and work to understand those 
individuals who make me uncomfortable. "is work is about being 
mindful of the present.

Another important part of the work is resisting the desire to 
change everyone. In the soup kitchen and in the house, negative 
behavior is common. Deviant behavior is the norm. Our natural im-
pulse is to try to change others. In Christ, I work to accept and love 
others as they are. I instead work to change myself. My reaction is as 
much the problem as is others’ behavior. 

My negative reactions are a sign of my unevolved state. "ey re-
mind me of the work to do. "ey are reminders of childhood. "en, 
I always wanted to change my siblings’ behavior. Now, I work to un-
derstand and love. My siblings probably weren’t entirely happy with 
their needy behavior, nor are adults content with their problems. But 
these problems are di#cult to change. If we expect or demand change 
and our guests are unable to comply, then we create a situation where 
the guest has failed. Haven’t our guests, as well as ourselves, had 
enough failures and disappointments in life?

Constant attention to forgiveness and gratitude are part of my 
daily routine. As I live in the present and perform the prayers and 

thoughts above, I’m cognizant that my 
childhood was the source of the negative 
thoughts. I was angry and I let people know. 
Now I constantly pray to let go of the old 
anger by forgiving those who I believe have 
hurt me, and praying for forgiveness for 
my thoughts and behavior. Furthermore, I 
constantly thank God for giving me a new 
way of being, living and thinking.

"e work described above involves the 
life of the mind and spirit. Doing the work 
with the body is important too. Paying 
attention to my breath is an integral part of 

the mindfulness necessary to live in community. When I pay atten-
tion to my breath I work to keep myself in the present.

I came to the Day House and Manna Community Meals to serve 
the poor and broken among us. I believed then, as now, that only 
through service can we be healed. I did not come to the Catholic 
Worker to fight against militarism, racism and materialism; though 
I am cognizant of their e!ects upon me and others. I came to stop 
fighting. I came to learn to love through service.

I hope that I’ve been able to provide a glimpse into how and why I 
live in community. It is hard work, but as the anger diminishes I feel 
closer to the freedom, maturity and wholeness that I seek. I believe 
this work is God’s will and will make us more fully human, lead to 
the healing of our heart and, most importantly, bring us closer to 
a mind like Christ’s. Anger retards growth, prevents our evolution, 
separates us from others and keeps us from becoming the tender, lov-
ing and patient people that God desires.

Burnout would quickly occur if one does not have the love and 
support of other community members. I am especially grateful for 
Marianne, Father Tom, Father John, Kathleen and Mary Caroline. I 
would have been gone long ago if it weren’t for their generosity, kind-
ness and guidance. 

4/7 – Footwashing – Day House 8pm

4/10 –Good Friday Stations of the Cross – noon 

 at St. Peter’s

4/11- Easter Vigil 9pm at St. Peter’s

workinghands.infosolv.net photo courtesy of donbosco.net.



on the edge
  Detroit Catholic Worker • SPRING 2009    

by Arnold Stieber
"ey came from across the country. Mostly in their 20s. Sharply 

dressed, intelligent, articulate. "ey came to tell their stories. Stories 
not told by the government or the corporate media. "ese young men 
and women, after experiencing mayhem, death and destruction, had 
to tell the world what was going on. And they did for four days in 
March 2008 in Silver Springs, MD. "e event was “Winter Soldier: 
Iraq and Afghanistan. Eyewitness Accounts of the Occupations”. 

Strange name, “Winter Soldier.” It comes from "omas Paine. In 
1776 he wrote: “"ese are the times that try men’s souls. "e summer 
soldier and sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service 
of his country; but he that stands it now, deserves the love and thanks 
of man and woman.” "e crisis then was the tyranny of the British 
Empire. In this era it is the tyranny of the U.S. Empire. 

"e original Winter Soldier hearing took place in Detroit in Janu-
ary, 1971. "e government had crammed the Viet Nam war down 
the throats of the people for too long and Viet Nam vets spoke up. 
"ey told about the brutality, death and destruction and its e!ect 
on the people on both sides. "e major media didn’t want to hear it. 
Fortunately, an independent group filmed it. You can see this hearing 
on DVD; go to www.WinterSoldierFilm.com. 

I was in the military in Viet Nam in January of 1971. When I 
got home that March I did my best to block out everything military. 
I was successful until 2003 when I watched the movie “Platoon”. 
As a US patrol was entering a village, I saw the kids, and it all came 
back. I could feel it. I could smell it. I erupted, not in violence, but in 
research. I discovered Vvaw.org and Winter Soldier.  

When I heard that Iraq Veterans Against the War (ivaw.org) was 

planning a Winter Soldier hearing, I had to be there. I drove to Mary-
land with Bob Davis. Bob is a WW2 vet with a recent hip replace-
ment, and a smile that rarely quits. He had also been the Deputy As-
sistant Secretary of Labor during most of Viet Nam, and the hearings 
were at the National Labor College. 

We spent four days helping out and listening to the testimony 
of young active and former military people. Many augmented their 
statements with video. "e corporate media were invited, but none 
showed. Foreign media and independent media were there. 

"e auditorium was packed with veterans and military families all 
four days. Hearing the stories was deeply emotional. Speaking from 
the heart—some angry, some fighting back the tears—these young 
people talked about war—real war, not the video game/Hollywood 
version. And they showed the video clips. I wanted to grab every 
politician who voted for war, every flag waver, every businessperson 
who makes money on war, every religious person who does not speak 
out against war, and stick their nose in it.

I encourage the viewing of both Winter Soldier hearings. "e 
technology of war changes. "e inhumanity stays the same. War is 
not a movie or a video game. "e e!ects are lifelong. "e recent Win-
ter Soldier can be viewed at ivaw.org. "ey also have a newly released 
book. DemocracyNow.org has many clips on their web site. "e most 
extensive video coverage is at FreeSpeech.org.

"ese young folks from 1971 and 2008 showed true courage and 
true patriotism. "ey did what their government told them to do. 
"en they stood up and said, “this is wrong”. "ey stood up when 
the government was telling them to sit down. "ey stood up and 
spoke out. "at is, they did what a democracy demands. No summer 
soldiers or sunshine patriots here. "ey are Winter Soldiers. 


