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“Finding God in all things”

A talk given to the Dialogue Australasia Conference on ‘Ethics and Spirituality’, Canberra, April 17th, 2002

Christopher Gleeson SJ

When Peter Vardy first asked me to give this talk in August last year, he wrote: “I wonder whether you could do something on the spirituality  behind ‘finding God in all things’ but without mentioning God too much.” For a Jesuit like myself, I saw this as quite a challenge because ‘finding God in all things’ is a central part of our training and spirituality! Peter went on to talk about religion and engagement with the world and “what this means for a spirituality of the everyday.” Indeed, he said, “I was hoping that you could show how the religious question is not just a matter of private piety but also involves full engagement with the modern world in all its complexity.”

Bob Hanley, who led us in the Chapel service this morning, believes that it is helpful to reformulate ‘finding God in all things” as ‘finding goodness in all things’ or ‘finding the good in all things’. Indeed, this is the way he teaches his students to understand this approach to life.

What I would like to do in this half-hour session, however, is place before you various glimpses of God in the geography of our ordinary life. I would like to argue that ‘finding God in all things’ is closely linked to all those experiences we have in life of being fully alive. After all, it was St. Irenaeus who coined those famous words: “The glory of God is a human person fully alive.” 

That brief video we have just seen in the Chapel service – entitled “Interview with God” – provides us with a good avenue to begin our search for some of these traces.

The first of these glimpses is the reference to God’s time as eternity. I am sure many of you would have seen television coverage of the fireworks display on Sydney Harbour on New Year’s Eve for the new millennium. While it was spectacularly beautiful, I was struck by the one word illuminated on the eastern face of the Bridge – “Eternity”. For many years around Sydney, an enigmatic born-again Christian illiterate named Arthur Stace would go all over the city, and sometimes as far afield as Newcastle and Wollongong, and write with coloured chalk, in the elegant script you saw on the Bridge that night, the word ‘Eternity’. It would be on footpaths, in subways, even inside the largest bell of the bell tower at the old Sydney Post Office on Martin Place where it can still be seen.


The Director of the New Year celebrations in Sydney that night was one Ignatius Jones, a very colourful old boy of Riverview. It was Ignatius’ brainchild to have the word “Eternity” as the focus of the celebrations, and he gave his reasons as follows:

It’s incredibly Sydney. It symbolised for me the madness, mystery and magic of the city. On the one hand there’s the meaning of the word in its temporal sense – and on this night of fellowship and good cheer, it shouldn’t just be about one night. The word says that this celebration should be eternal in human life.

(Sydney Morning Herald, 1.1.2000)

I was struck by Jones’ reference to ‘mystery’ and the word ‘eternity’ having a meaning other than the temporal one. T.S.Eliot once wrote of contemporary man being ‘distracted from distraction by distraction’ and we are certainly distracted today by superficial living. Our consumerist life-style keeps mystery at bay. Fifty years ago in 1949, the distinguished German theologian, Paul Tillich, wrote: “Most of our life continues on the surface. We are enslaved by the routine of our daily lives, in work, and pleasure, in business and recreation. We do not stop to look at the height above us, or to the depth below us…We talk and talk and never listen to the voices speaking to our depth and from our depth. We accept ourselves as we appear to ourselves, and do not care what we really are. Like hit and run drivers, we injure our souls by the speed with which we move on the surface; we miss, therefore, our depth and true life…. He who knows about depth knows about God. ” (quoted in Hedley Beare, “The Journey Inwards: the Journey Outwards”, an Address delivered at St. Leonard’s College Speech Night, 1982).Very little has changed.

 I am very fond of the statement of Dr. Jonathan Sacks, Chief Rabbi of the Hebrew Congregations of the Commonwealth, when speaking about the importance of religious education in schools. He said: “You defend a country by armies. But you defend a civilisation by schools.” In a time of social instability, children needed more than ever a sense of “rootedness in a living tradition. We need to teach our children to hear the sound of eternity in the midst of change.” (quoted in The Tablet, 9 July, 1994, p.875)


Isn’t that a splendid definition of our role in schools? Is it not our ministry to teach our students “to hear the sound of eternity in the midst of change”? I can remember hearing of a BBC interview of three Heads of Schools regarding their philosophy of education. The first two said the sorts of things we write in our glossy prospectuses and brochures. But when it came to the Headmaster of Ampleforth, a Benedictine Priest, he made the show-stopping comment: “In our school we prepare boys for death”. Is that not the same as teaching them to hear the sound of eternity? As the Sydney Morning Herald editorial says it so well: “Life is a dry run for Eternity.”


That ‘Interview with God’ video made some important points about time. God is depicted as expressing surprise that humans are so worried and anxious about the future that they forget the present and consequently live in neither the present nor the future. It was fascinating as a religious person to hear last year on national radio a guest on the afternoon ‘Drive Time’ show, Petria King, talking about God “winking at you” during the day. She was making the point that one of the great blessings of our body is that it is always in the present, in the world of what is. If one believes in God, the present is where He can be found. The mind, on the other hand, with its endless inner commentary, tries to take us off into the future, into the world of what isn’t. Creativity is a present time activity, and if we are absent from the present we sacrifice the following four qualities of our lives: our spontaneity; our humour; our creativity; and our self-confidence. God is certainly to be found in the creative, and the only moment for that discovery is the present.


God also expressed surprise in the video that we humans get bored with childhood, rush to grow up, and then long to be children again. I can remember one of our famous Indian Jesuit retreat directors, Tony de Mello, telling us that in every adult there is a deteriorated child. One of the great qualities of the child is his or her power of imagination and one of the weaknesses in our religious quests and spiritual journeys today is a failure or deficiency in imagination. Cardinal John Henry Newman argued this over a century ago: “…the heart is commonly reached, not through the reason, but through the imagination.” Belief in God, he says, originates in our imagination, not in any ideas. The real battles of life take place within the imagination.


Just listen to some seven year olds from Eastwood in Sydney who were asked to describe what elements in nature remind them of God:

“The seed reminds me of God because it grows gently and looks for the sun, like God searches for people in need and it never means to hurt someone. 

               The rainforest reminds me of God because it provides food and helps all sorts of things grow and everything in the rainforest is as               happy as can be that way and that will hopefully stay the same for the rest of time we alive and even longer. 

               God is like a fire because it stays alight for a long time and it runs by sticks, like God runs by hope, love, safety life and gracefulness, plus much more. 

               The butterflies reminds me of God because they are like little angels and angels flutter peacefully and I think that God is very               peaceful. 

               The waterfall reminds me of God because God never stops working either so God never turns away from us even for one               second. 

               God is like the sprinkling rain because he is soft and gentle and he never goes too hard on us. 

               The rose reminds me of God because it is fragile and if you hurt the rose you will hurt God too.  He's perfect because he's a perfect rose. 

               The stream reminds me of God because God never stops or leaves it half finished.  He always finishes it - God keeps on going not stopping till it is all finished. 

               God is like the ocean because sometimes he's calm and gentle or strong and might. 

               God is like the storms because they are mighty and undefeatable, and God is exactly like that - mighty and undefeatable.  When               storms are raining heavily, God is love.”  (Kevin Bates SM, “Nurturing Our Children’s Faith”, from his web site www.kevinfbates.com)

The power of children’s’ imagination gives them a very rich imagery about God as the following very personal letters attest:

· “Dear God, I do not think that anybody could be a better God. Well I just want you to know but I am not just saying that because you are God. Charles”

· “Dear God, I didn’t think orange went with purple until I saw the sunset you made on Tue. That was cool. Eugene”

· “Dear God, It is great the way you get the stars in the right places. Jeff”

· “Dear God, If you watch in church on Sunday I will show you my new shoes. Mickey D”

· “Dear God, I bet it is very hard for you to love all of everybody in the whole world. There are only four people in our family and I can never do it. Nan”

· “Dear God, Thank you for the baby brother but what I prayed for was a puppy. Joyce” (from Children’s Letters to God – The New Collection, compiled by Stuart Hample and Eric Marshall, Kyle Cathie Ltd., 1992)

The role of imagination is critical, therefore, in our quest to find God in all things and we neglect it at our peril. So important is this task that, in the challenging words of Thomas Moore, “we are condemned to live out what we cannot imagine.” (T. Moore, Care of the Soul   - A Guide for Cultivating Depth and Sacredness in Everyday Life, Harper Collins, NY, 1992, p.224)

W.H.Auden once wrote: “To pray is to pay attention to something or someone other than oneself. Whenever a man so concentrates his attention – on a landscape, a poem, a geometrical problem, an idol, or the True God – that he completely forgets his own ego and desires, he is praying.” Good literature has this capacity to elevate or stretch us towards God as captured in the magnificent perspective on literature offered by CAS Lewis: “Literature enlarges our being by admitting us to experiences not our own. They may be beautiful, terrible, awe-inspiring, exhilarating, pathetic, comic, or merely piquant. Literature gives the entree to them all. Those of us who have been true readers all our life, seldom fully realise the enormous extension of our being which we owe to authors…. In reading good literature, I become a thousand men, and yet remain myself. Like the night sky in a Greek poem, I see with a myriad eyes, but it is still I who see. Here, as in worship, in love, in moral action, and in knowing, I transcend myself; and am never more myself than when I do.” (Pierre Ryckmans, “The View From the Bridge – Aspects of Culture”, 1996 Boyer Lectures, Lecture 3)

Yet is this self-transcendence enough in our quest to find God in the daily geography of our lives?  Several weeks ago in mid-Lent a parent sent me an article by the American Franciscan priest, Richard Rohr, written for the National Catholic Reporter in their ‘Lenten Series Liminal Space’. Not having a clue what ‘liminal space’ meant, I searched the web for his first article to discover what I should have known that “the Latin word limina means threshold, from the ad limina visits of our (Catholic) bishops to the doorstep of Peter in Rome. Liminality is a special psychic and spiritual place ‘where all transformation happens’. It is when we are betwixt and between, and therefore by definition ‘not in control’. Nothing new happens as long as we are inside our self-constructed comfort zone. Nothing good or creative emerges from business as usual.” (National Catholic Reporter, February 1, 2002) Transformation has far more impact on us in our quest for God than does transcendence.

This began to ring a few bells for me. Earlier in the year I received a transcript of a Radio National ‘Encounter’ interview with Richard Holloway, the recently and early retired Bishop of Edinburgh. He was described in the summary as one ‘who dances on the edge of his Church’. Surely, I began to think, he was someone who lived on the edge, on the threshold, who occupied liminal space. In that interview, Holloway told the story of the British playwright, Dennis Potter, who was dying of cancer and was asked in a television interview whether his imminent death had brought a new religious intensity or a recovery of boyhood faith. Potter’s reply was: “Religion to me has always been the wound, not the bandage.” (“Inns on Roads”, Radio National Encounter, 23.12.2001)

What Dennis Potter and Richard Holloway are both saying to us is that being in touch with our own vulnerability is a very important avenue to finding God. Irish Jesuit, Michael Paul Gallagher, makes the same point when he says “there are moments when each of us runs into destructive demons, and such encounters can leave us feeling shaken or fragile. Then either we retreat into normality or else we have courage to face more humbling revelations Any love relationship will sooner or later touch zones of vulnerability.….But when I risk staying in touch with my weakness or fear, and even more so, if I can communicate what I feel to another person, shadows become thresholds of transformation.” (Michael Paul Gallagher, Dive Deeper – The Human Poetry of Faith, DLT, London, 2001,p.29) In the same chapter Gallagher goes on to talk about thresholds of tenderness quoting Sebastian Barry’s play “The Steward of Christendom”. The Head of the Dublin City Police, now a difficult and moody old man in a home for the elderly, reflects on a threshold of tenderness in his life while waiting for his wife to deliver their youngest child. “I started to tremble, it was a moment in your life when daily things pass away from you, when all your concerns seem to vanish, and you are allowed by God a little space of clarity and grace. When you see that God himself is in your wife and in your children, and they hold in trust for you your own measure of goodness. And in the manner of your treatment of them lies your own salvation.” (Diving Deeper, p.36)

In retrospect I suppose all this talk about suffering as a teacher, about the cauldron of transformation, is what moved me in a splendid article by Ruth Ostrow entitled “Accept, and reach for the scars” in The Weekend Australian of January 5-6 this year. The author wrote about a woman she had met who had elected not to have breast reconstruction surgery after having her breast removed for cancer. Instead, she opted to live simply with her scar, even arriving at a party wearing a tight top that greatly accentuated the absence of her breast. Proud of her war wound, the woman explained: “I feel like a warrior woman. This is the sacrifice I’ve made in my fight against cancer. And I like to show it off. So many of us feel we have to cover our scars, our war wounds, the signs of a life well lived, a life that has been marked by falls, and broken bones and broken hearts, smile lines, frown lines, the time we crashed our bicycle. But I think the scars we see on people are beautiful. They are our stories and our memories. They are the disaster we lived through and survived. We lived to tell another tale. And we can be more compassionate as a result of our wound. And people can approach us because we look imperfect and truthful and real.”

In the same edition of The Weekend Australian we have that well known atheist, Phillip Adams, writing about the hereafter, or to be more accurate, the ‘thereafter’ as he calls it. “Does heaven take credit cards? Does it have valet parking? Are there trade unions? Do angels get frequent-flyer points? Is there room service? Come to think of it, do you eat in heaven?” I have always thought that Phillip Adams is what Richard Holloway calls ‘a God-obsessed atheist’. He is continually placing the ‘God question’ before us and assisting us in our quest to ‘find God in all things’. The graffitist who signed ‘God’ after the statement on the wall ‘Nietzsche is dead’ was telling us something important. Our biggest danger is never atheism, but idolatry, the creation of false gods. We are good at creating all sorts of idols like success, sport, security, and pleasure. Religion too can have its idols of ‘false absolutes’. (c/f. Michael Paul Gallagher, Struggles of Faith, Dublin, 1991, p. 90) We must be on the lookout lest we are tempted to make God in our own image – God who works across all religions and in the hearts of those who profess to have no religion at all.

Let me draw this paper to a conclusion by mentioning various images that have drawn me to find God in recent times:

· Steve Waugh’s wife, after his sacking as the One Day Australian Cricket Captain, said: “Things happen for a reason, it mightn’t be clear right now, but it will work out in the end.” (Daily Telegraph, 16.2.02) To say that nothing happens by chance is, for me, to posit a broader plan or scheme of things in God.

· “God’s a jazz lover and she’ll make it good” – a woman radio listener predicting that a jazz festival in Wollstonecraft earlier this year would go ahead in gloomy, uncertain weather

· a poem entitled “Dogs and God” in the March 9-10 edition of Spectrum this year:

That bikie with his

girl as pillion, 

that kelpie in his

sidecar there

singing in the wind

The girl with blonde hair

blowing back

is smiling sidelong

at the dog

who measures in his

cancelled song

the richness of the instant

And who among you

cruising by

would still deny

the fact of Heaven?

If dogs have souls

and God’s tattooed

and every angel 

has blonde hair

streaming from a helmet

· The Celtic notion of “thin places”. The Irish regard some places as especially sacred, as ‘thin places’, where there is barely a dividing line, just a thin membrane, between the spiritual world and the material world. A ‘thin place’, therefore, connects the seen and unseen worlds and allows the inhabitants of each world to cross over to the other. A ‘thin place’ for us is a place where it is possible to touch and be touched by God as well as the angels, the saints, and those who have died. Where and when does God permeate the membrane for you?

· Seeking and finding God in all things works on the belief that God is already present in our world and it is our task to uncover his presence and help others to do the same. It is very different to the old, perhaps arrogant, concept of ministry which talked about ‘bringing God to the world’. As the famous Jesuit theologian Karl Rahner said it so well: “The grace of God has always been there ahead of our preaching…Hence our preaching is not really an indoctrination with something alien from outside, but the awakening of something within, as not yet understood but nevertheless really present.” Finding God in all things is also a matter of being found by God in all things, allowing the Hound of Heaven in Psalm 139, who knows us intimately from our Mother’s womb, to seek us out and provide for us.

· One can easily find God in the enthusiasm of the people around us, understanding that the word ‘enthusiasm’ comes from the two Greek words ‘en’ and ‘theos’ meaning ‘in God’. Enthusiastic people can lead us to God.

· There is a lovely image of God as a Potter in the Bible. As I watch a visual arts teacher helping a student to paint, draw, or pot – it is easy to think of God caring for and moulding creatively each individual.

· Not so long ago, our staff at Riverview had a seminar on ‘Finding God in all things’ and came up with all sorts of examples from their teaching experience: the making of a clock and consequent reflections on time and eternity in teaching Design and Technology; meeting Christ in the poor at Matthew Talbot Hostel for homeless men; encountering God in the precision and togetherness of Rowing; reflecting on Hell as a place without God in Studies of Religion class; grappling with ‘chaos’ theory in Mathematics and the immensity of the universe in Physics; seeing and reflecting on God’s presence in the beauty of nature during Year Level camps and Duke of Edinburgh Award expeditions; discerning God in the characters of ‘To Kill a Mocking Bird’.

· These examples are very familiar to you all, I am sure. In referring to games and sport, there is a splendid scene in the film, ‘Chariots of Fire’, when the great Scottish sprinter, Eric Liddell, exclaimed: “When I run like the wind, I feel God’s pleasure.” Placing principle before expedient, he refused to bow to pressure to run in the qualifying heats on Sundays during the 1924 Paris Olympic Games. Sundays belonged to God for Liddell. As a keen golfer, I often think that a game of golf is very similar to one’s spiritual journey in life. Well-known American author, M. Scott Peck, certainly agrees; he has written an entire book on the topic – Golf and the Spirit – Lessons for the Journey. “Keep your head down” and “align your hands with your heart” are as important maxims for golf as they are for life and finding God in all things.

· Finally, I think our students can resonate easily with this concept of finding God in all things and thereby hear the sound of eternity in their lives. Let me read to you an excerpt from a Riverview Year 9 Boarder’s letter home to his Parents some three years ago. The “Bucko” mentioned by the author is an old boy of the school, who died from cancer and is the father to Charles and Jack referred to here. It is important to know that Year 9 Boarders at Riverview – up until very recently - enjoyed an uninterrupted view of the heavens from the famous open verandah dormitory:

“Every night I gaze up and see three stars I have named the star (one) witch is called mum, star (two) witch is called dad, and star three witch I called (bucko) because of charlies sake and for bucko to help me through school in the hard times because he came here.  But I am also looking for two more stars witch I will call poppy/courage and the other will be called pa/hope.  I gave them these names because poppy was courageous because he went to war and I called pa/hope because he was farmer who had hope that rain would come in the future to help him.  These are my five stars.”

This lovely reflection reminded me that Ignatius loved to gaze at the stars at night and be captivated immediately by their Maker. Indeed, Andrew Bullen wrote some beautiful verse entitled “Ignatius and the Stars” and I quote just a few stanzas here:

“Ignatius and the Stars”

What is love?  I wonder 

and know.  He is in the stars

and between them, and beyond.

Naming the stars is counting blessings,

is praise and thanksgiving.

Watching them move is slow

As prayer, as the rhythm

of the breathing of God our Lord.

Stars are seeds of light sown in darkness.

Xavier is Sirius, the brightest star,

he shines towards Cathay

Bobadilla is the Bear:

this is the hearsay of the heavens.

Of the most distant stars I can say

“They are companionable”.

My companions move in the universe;

the sky rings with their happiness;

their deeds are the interchange of light.

My companions are scattered

over all the world, where each can see the sky:

however apart, we are together.


At the very end of George Bernanos’ classic French novel Diary of a Country Priest, which depicts the corruption and excesses of the Church of the day, the good and honest young curate is dying of painful stomach cancer. His friend, who is with him, has sent for the Priest to administer the last rites and they are waiting for him to arrive. The friend writes:

The priest was still on his way, and finally I was bound to voice my deep regret that such a delay threatened to deprive my comrade of the final consolation of the church…He then uttered these words…And I am quite sure that I have recorded them accurately, for his voice, though halting, was strangely distinct:

‘Does it matter? Grace is everywhere…’

