New creations in a promised land

By Jesuit Father Stephen A. Barber, Chaplain at San Quentin State Prison.

Levi is going home. 

Like the Israelites in Second Samuel, Levi knows, in his bones and in his flesh, in his soul’s imagination, a home awaits him. A promised home. More about Levi in a minute. 

A leader-king named David promised his people a home where there would be rejoicing for everyone, a city named Jerusalem. David’s Jerusalem still stands, often held together by a thread of hope. Rejoicing, as David had imagined for his people, hardly leads headlines on CNN’s reporting in Jerusalem. Much too much a locus of terror, tears, and blood-shed, this promised city enshrouds itself still with unnecessary despair. With the passing, this morning, of Yasser Arafat, the world wonders aloud of the destiny of David’s tribes…of Palestine’s poor. Those who set foot within the gates of Jerusalem do so with a wary eye for the abundant evidence of stalking terror. When you consider a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, how often, of late, have you stopped to consider joining the folks who inherit this scenario? A road map was imagined by David unencumbered by the stumbling blocks we witness daily. 

I remember a Rose Garden event which promised to eliminate detours to Jerusalem’s peace. So much grace needed there, only time and wisdom will heal the contours of this road map, toward a definitive day of rejoicing. Have we abandoned the promises made us by our own navigators? I hope not. 

Back to Levi. 

Levi has been on an unusual journey for the past twenty-three years, following his own salvific road-map…step by step…day by day…. year by year…incarcerated for exactly half of his life…so far. Levi is not his true identity, but Levi will do. His journey brought him from Vietnam to Southern California in the mid 1970’s. Like so many of his countrymen, he was caught up in an event unimaginable in its complexity. Orange County’s potential for Levi revealed our California-kingdom at its best and at its worst. Levi, like so many saints, for a time freely chose a detour away from a promised- land. Outside the social and legal body of boundaries we often take for granted, Levi eventually aligned his life with a cohort of local occasional terrorists. Next door to Disneyland and Knott’s Berry Farm, in the shadow of the Crystal Cathedral, Levi sought-out his new citizenship speaking the language of crime. This dialect permanently scarred his victims. 

Justice found him and justice has been his companion ever since.

Justice arranged his sometime stay in solitary confinement. Levi raged against the walls of his angry past. As he describes those years of darkness, “I was lost and yet it was the very best thing that could happen to me.” The Lord walked with him. Levi often spat upon the promise of a Christ who had seemingly abandoned him. He rejected the “image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation.” Christ wiped away the spittle. In time, and with some wisdom, Levi found the path which now guides him home. He reprogrammed his intentions and his situatedness. He grew to enjoy his life, his time on the Lucan way, a road known by Jesus…time to learn life’s lessons, time to pray for grace-guidance, time to prepare for his promised-land. Levi will soon journey, on parole, to Southern California. Levi is preparing himself for an essential phase of his journey, one which was promised him by his Christ. A criminal, a sinner, a prisoner, a man possessed of uncommon suitability for citizenship in the Kingdom of Christ, Levi was found suitable by the State of California to rejoin free people in time to conclude this year of grace, marked by our Solemnity.

Saint Paul, a sometime prisoner, a self-confessed sinner of extraordinary measure, moves his imagination to a vision of transcendent real estate. Paul invites his citizenry to imagine a home where forgiveness, redemption, and fullness of life are pleased to dwell. Parolees and governors alike, stand to become new creations in this promised- land. Paul’s real estate developer is Christ. Faith in the fullness of Christ as guardian of the land suffices as a down payment. 

Saint Luke includes a remarkable event in his gospel account of Jesus’ last crowning moments of suffering. A condemned man challenges Jesus to save his own life. Luke describes the man as a common criminal. Another condemned criminal interrupts him, “Have you no fear of God…we have been condemned justly…the sentence we received corresponds to our crimes...” This exchange stirs in Jesus a final outpouring of generosity. Roused by one, last occasion to reveal His authentic identity as King of the Condemned, Jesus listens keenly. “Don’t forget about me…Jesus…take me home with you” The only person, in all of the Gospels, to address Jesus by his name hangs on a cross. A man condemned to death names Jesus. Paradise is his reward. 

Levi awaits a long bus ride to his home in Orange County. He’ll probably arrive during Advent. Waiting for him there will be his mother, Thu, eighty-two years of age, and his siblings. Levi and Thu have not visited in over ten years. Immediately after his hearing, during which he had been found suitable for parole, Levi spoke to his family on the telephone, giving them the good news. His mother was unable to form a single word in response to the news. 

Some weeks passed. Early in October Levi telephoned home to say hello. His promised release date was still several weeks away. “Where is mom?” “Oh, she is in the kitchen.” “Could you please call her to the phone?” His mother came on the line. “Hello, mom, how are you?” “Levi, I am well…I was in the kitchen, preparing your dinner, to welcome you home, your favorite sausage and noodles…” “But mom, I may not be home with you for several weeks…I still do not know the exact date…” 

“That may be, Levi, but I do not want to run out of food for you, I must stay busy getting ready…preparing…It’s what I can do, now.”

