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During the desert journey to the Promised Land,
the Lord shared the same Spirit of prophecy given
to Moses with the seventy elders of Israel. Two
others, Eldad and Medad, also received the gift
because they had been skulking at the fringes of
the tent. When they too began to prophesy, Joshua
reported Eldad and Medad to Moses. Moses’
generous but despairing reply has haunted me for
a long time. Indeed, why won’t the Lord simply
pour out the Spirit on all of God’s people? Why
do so many of us seem to lack discernment and
the other gifts of the Spirit? Why do we live in
circumstances where prophetic courage seems
so rare?
I come at those questions in a particular The Holy Spirit leads people to the path of holiness during their daily interactions.
way. My field is political theory, and I have no
training in pastoral ministry or theology. Still, I have always
healthy human community. Pope Francis shares these concerns
looked at political questions through the lens of Catholic faith. So
and he sees them as linked inextricably to living a holy life.
while questions like those I’ve posed have always seemed timely to
me, and even though social and civic life have never expressed our
HOLINESS IS EXPERIENCED
Christian hopes in a satisfying way, I begin here with particular
IN COMMUNITY
anxiety about our time. It is difficult for me to imagine a point in
What is a holy life? In fact, that is a worldly question because
human history when those questions should have challenged and
our lives are lived in the world. The saints already in heaven do
troubled us more.
not worry about holiness. They have achieved it, so they “encourConsider: who ever before us has lived in such comfort,
age and accompany us” (Gaudete et Exsultate, chapter 1). But we
with so many basic needs met so easily, as the people reading
pursue holiness throughout our lives, and the world is the field
(and writing) these words? Who ever before us has lived with
in which we toil. Pope Francis describes holiness as the
greater opportunity to improve ourselves and our world, to let
Christian’s “mission on earth” (19), and because it is an earthly
bloom the fullest flowering of what Christian humanism prommission it must inevitably have implications that will be social
ises? Where else has there been such a social and political system
and political. For these reasons, Gaudete et Exsultate dwells on
that offers so much openness and participation? Now, consider
our seeking holiness in the world together—“The Holy Spirit
what we have done with those opportunities.
bestows holiness in abundance among God’s holy and faithful
These thoughts are with me as I finish reading Pope
people” (6). Note the use of the preposition among: there is no
Francis’s apostolic exhortation Gaudete et Exsultate (“Rejoice,
doubt that Pope Francis intends us to understand not only that
and Be Glad!”) on the universal call to holiness. Many fine theothe Spirit bestows holiness widely, but that holiness is found and
logians and spiritual writers have written thoughtful analyses of
experienced together. We are saved “as a people who might
this document, and I urge you to read them. As a political theoacknowledge [God] in truth,” and “no one is saved alone, as an
rist, what I can offer is somewhat different. I am a lay person
isolated individual” (6). Indeed, “We are never completely ourwith a deep concern about whether we are cultivating a just and
selves unless we belong to a people” (6).
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If only all the people of the L ord were
prophets! If only the Lord would bestow his
spirit on them! (Numbers 11:29)

As a Catholic political theorist, I am tempted to rush in
with a point about the deep roots of St. Thomas Aquinas’s communitarianism in the writings of Aristotle. The Church has
drawn enormous influence from Aquinas, and Aquinas translated the pagan Aristotle’s ideas into Christianity. Aristotle
assured us that our lives are inevitably social, that human nature
demands that we should live together in communities. The person who could live alone without others, Aristotle told us, must
be less than a human or more—a beast, or a god. There is no
mistaking that perspective here in Gaudete et Exsultate.
Pope Francis has read Aquinas and Aristotle, I am sure.
But his observations draw us away from philosophical abstractions about human nature. Instead, Pope Francis deals in the
reality of how living together challenges us. It is true that we find
holiness living together, but it is also true that living together
can be exasperating. “At times, life presents great challenges”
(17), Pope Francis tells us in a passage that deals with gossip and
how we must make a sacrifice to offer “patience and love” (16) to
people when they make demands on us, especially when we do
not want to do it. We all are familiar with the sorts of scenes that
Pope Francis describes. They are not drawn from town hall
meetings or university classrooms where great questions are discussed. Pope Francis talks about the kinds of daily encounters
we have with one another in the marketplace or at home. These
are the real sources of friction in our lives, the most ordinary
ways that our lives are lived in communities. And that is his
point. These are the places where we encounter the greatest difficulty in our lives, among the people with whom we have the
closest relationships. They are also the most important places
where holiness can be found when we seize the opportunities
with which they present us. We will never bring holiness or even
civility to the wider world outside our homes if we do not first
practice them with those closest to us.

ENCOUNTERS WITH OTHERS
BRING GRACE

Of course we find holiness in prayer and silence too. Pope
Francis hardly neglects this dimension of holiness in Gaudete et
Exsultate. But solitude also can expose us to “the snares and
temptations of the devil” (140). Instead, the little graces of
humility that mark the path toward holiness come to us among
other people. “The right words spoken at the right time,” such as
“please, thank you, and sorry” (footnote 107, referencing Amoris
laetitia, 363) present opportunities we do not find in solitude.
Hardly disdainful of prayer and quiet; yet Pope Francis is clear.
For those who seek holiness, there is no beneficial option “to flee
to a safe haven” (134) away from the challenges we find among
people. As the story of Genesis stresses the interconnectedness
of a whole creation, and as even God is a family of Three Persons,
the call to holiness is heard when we encounter, accompany,
engage with, bear with, and work with one another.
Pope Francis’ call for Catholics to plunge themselves into
the political community has emerged as a distinctive characteristic of his ministry. He lamented in Laudato Si’ how “a healthy
politics is sorely needed” (181) and how “the mindset of shortterm gain and results which dominate present-day economics
and politics” (181) has contributed to a “myopia of power poli12
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tics” (178). We can sense Pope Francis’ frustration with a prevailing way of doing politics that does not seek the best interests
of the whole community, and so does not lead toward holiness.
Instead, Pope Francis wrote in Evangelii gaudium that politics is
“a lofty vocation and one of the highest forms of charity” (205).
In the words of Laudato Si’, “the conviction that we need one
another, that we have a shared responsibility for each other
and the world” (229) is our bond of “civic and political” (231)
love. When we recognize that bond, we are responding to the
call to holiness. And whether we respond by voting responsibly, by driving at a safe speed and observing the rules of the
road, by paying our taxes, or in countless other ways that call
us out of our selfishness and into fruitful life with others, we
become holier.

ANOTHER WAY TO LIVE

Pope Francis’ remarks in Gaudete et Exsultate on the attention
that the internet and social media have received. Somehow, these
marvelous new communication technologies have not drawn us
into fruitful life with others as we might once have hoped they
would. Instead, they have become “networks of verbal violence”
(115) that have coarsened our public discourse. We Catholics
have been as guilty as others, using social media to carry on an
internal struggle underway since Vatican II and deepening a
polarization inside and outside the Church. We seem hopelessly
unable to overcome our instinct to divide one another, and Pope
Francis knows it. But that is also why his message comes to us
with a purposeful title: “Rejoice, and Be Glad.” There is a different way.
A real Christianity is one that is stubbornly in the world,
where we find holiness. It does not retreat or wall itself off.
Christianity is not found in opposition to the world, or to
other Christians. We are not, in Pope Francis’s memorable
description, “sourpusses” (EG, 85). “The Christian,” he told us,
“is a man or a woman of joy.” Our joy is found along the path
of holiness, on our worldly pilgrimage through and with and
in a human family. And, if that last sentence seems doxological, there is a reason. In fact, finally, we believe that the Holy
Spirit acts through the Church. The Spirit acts through the
People of God as a people.
The Lord has poured out the Spirit. The gifts are here.
But unlike Eldad and Medad, or the seventy elders, or Moses,
we must do the work of our salvation in the world with one
another to gain them. We must look for and find the Spirit
together among one another. This is the holiness to which we
are called.
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