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Reflections on.a I|fe tyle of resistance

BY FRED KAI\/II\/IER‘, S.J.

Since the 2016 election, we have had demonstrations,
confrontations, and calls to be “resisters” or even
“disrupters.”’ In this tumultuous time, spiritual writer

Henri Nouwen has much to tell us. Discerning our nuclear-
armed culture, Father Nouwen wrote of resistance as "the
daily life of peacemakers.” He called for, not just acts

of resistance, but our whole being resisting the powers
leading to injustice, war, and destruction. He highlighted

three aspects of this lifestyle of resistance.?

Resistance means saying "No" to the forces of death. As
politicians discuss increasing our nuclear arsenal, our most
obvious "No" must be to the actual use of nuclear arms, an
unconscionable horror.

It is obvious that all people who believe that God is
a God of life, and especially we who proclaim that
Jesus Christ came to live among us to overcome
the powers of death, must say "No" to nuclear
arms, a clear and unambiguous "No."3
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But Christian resistance extends more deeply to saying

"No" to amassing nuclear weapons because, as the Vatican
clearly stated, they kill the poor by the diversion of human,
scientific, and economic resources.* It also requires a fervent
"No" to the impact upon ourselves. We are a nation which,
by amassing such weapons, expresses our willingness to use
them. This willingness is a horrible statement about our own
fears, angers, and destructiveness.

Our "No" must extend consistently to death in all other
forms. This includes abortion, violent sports that maim and
cripple, and the seductive violence of films and television.
We also must reject the less spectacular death of everyday
lives, as when we “write others off” in conversations or
when our society does the same with the aged, poor,
disabled, or racial minorities. It is a form of death when we
even think of ourselves with self-loathing, self-rejection,
and deep self-hatred reflected in, for example, our
excessive consumption of alcohol, food, or drugs.
—Continued on page 2
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”NO” |S NOT ENOUGH! — Continued from page 1

These are all ways of death, Nouwen said, because

they render us fixed, static, unchangeable, hopeless—
dead. This is how many in our society think about and
communicate to people who are poor, and it is absorbed
by them. We can have the same attitude towards the rich
and powerful. Whenever we judge people as incapable
of change we create death. It takes many forms: cutting
others out of our lives, giving up on ourselves ("thinking
myself to death"), and even death-oriented self-indulgence
in choosing the certainty of the moment over future
uncertainty. Living a life of resistance, then, means saying
"No"—firmly and frequently—to death in all its forms.

Resistance means saying "Yes" to life. A subtle danger
hides in the anti-nuclear, anti-racism, anti-sexism, anti-
abortion, anti-pollution, anti-whatever movements. Perennial
opposition, struggling constantly against death, can seduce
us into becoming its victims. We have all met such people.
Death in some form becomes so all-consuming and demands
so much energy that it dominates their lives. Their hearts
become violent and warlike, lost to their initial commitment
to peacemaking, life, or justice. A friend in Pax Christi
described to me her experience of the violent language

and actions of some in the anti-war movement. A similar
turnabout occurred some years ago in Florida when a pro-life
demonstrator shot and killed a doctor-abortionist.

Saying "No" then is not enough for a life of resistance.
Nouwen says there must be an even more enthusiastic
"Yes" to life:

It means that only a loving heart, a heart that
continues to affirm life at all times and places,
can say "No" to death without being corrupted
by it. A heart that loves friends and enemies is
a heart that calls forth life and lifts up life to be
celebrated. It is a heart that refuses to dwell in
death because it is always enchanted with the
abundance of life. Indeed only in the context of
this strong loving "Yes" to life can the power of
death be overcome. | therefore want to say here
as clearly as | can that the first and foremost
task of the peacemaker is not to fight death but
to call forth, affirm, and nurture the signs of life
wherever they become manifest.®

The forces of death are big and noisy, grinding like heavy
construction equipment. Or they can be quick and bold
like shots ringing out on a dark night. Life is vulnerable,
slowly growing, risking, hidden, soft-spoken, like all

those stories Jesus told of the Reign of God. Life grows
imperceptibly and moves graciously, but it requires us to
nurture it wherever it is found. An example years ago was
when Dan Berrigan, SJ, and other peace activists in New
York chose to visit nursing home residents regularly.

This life-affirming approach also underscores the
importance of advocates having ongoing personal contact
with poor families. Then a "No" to defense spending or
health care cuts or hunger connects directly to care for
specific persons—a resounding "Yes." Saying "Yes" means
finding joy in loving individuals, sharing friendship and
simple pleasures, and appreciating the small rehabilitation
victories of persons with disabilities. It elicits wonder at
children learning in pre-school, or adults treading fearfully
through the pages of their G.E.D. workbook. Those who
dare to say "Yes" to life are nurturers rejoicing in creation’s
goodness and the dignity of human striving.

Resistance also is an act of worship. When we first look,
Nouwen wrote, resistance seems to belong to activists
and prayer to contemplatives. Looking more closely,
however, we see that real prayer is active engagement
with our own doubits, evil and good around us, and with
the divine. When we look at resistance anew, we also see
it differently—as a form of prayer, a spiritual event. Why?
Because genuine resistance is not based on results.

Christian resistance is rooted in the Lord of Life, not in
success or failure or even the usefulness prized by our
culture. Resistance is an Easter proclamation to a world
that cannot see beyond Calvary. We proclaim that God
alone is God, an act of transforming faith at the heart
of a lifestyle of resistance. We declare to a world where
violence and death are king and queen that our God is
a God of the living, active amidst a death-fixated world.
That assertion is itself an act of faith, prayer, and reverence
for the divine—working, transforming, energizing, and
converting death to life.
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