
 You probably won’t like this homily. I know it’s too abstract: no 

stories. But I feel the need to talk about how God works directly in our 

souls because I think most Christians have never heard this. Today Jesus 

in the gospel tells His Disciples, “I will ask the Father and he will give 

you another Advocate to be with you always, the Spirit of Truth, whom 

the world cannot accept . . . But you know him, because he remains 

with you, and will be in you.  I will not leave you orphans; I will come to 

you.”  But, we ask, how does God come to us? How is He in us? We 

Christians have a deep desire for experiences of God, but God is so 

hidden, transcendent, utterly beyond our understanding.  

 An English Carmelite priest, Fr. Iain Matthew, has written a good 

book, The Impact of God, about St. John of the Cross.  In it Fr. Matthew 

describes how St. John, the great mystic, addresses our need for a 

human experience of God who is so completely beyond us. 

 First, John explains what an experience of God is NOT, and this 

might surprise us. A feeling of warmth or inner peace is not proof of 

God’s presence. A feeling of dryness is not proof of God’s absence. For 

instance, many people who decide to commit suicide feel a great inner 

peace at their decision. And great saints, Mother Teresa, John of the 

Cross himself, describe their own dark spiritual dryness, the dark night 

of the soul, at the height of their sanctity.  Experiencing God is not 

about feelings. That’s hard to accept, I know. 

But admiration for natural beauty or a holy person, visions, healings, 

the fellowship of a supportive group of people – these are not an 

experience of God Himself.  They may be good! And they can help us 

toward an experience of God, but they are, at most, footprints of God, 

so to speak, not direct contact with God Himself. In fact, it’s important 



to know these are not direct encounters with God because such people 

and feelings can all disappear, and if we think they are our experience 

of God then we’re in trouble. 

 So what is the experience of God Himself? John says God Himself 

is experienced directly in acts of faith, hope and charity.  That answer 

might disappoint you.  That seems like a boring, abstract theological 

answer to the big question, doesn’t it? (I told you you wouldn’t like it). 

But these three theological virtues, given to us in baptism, are called 

“theological” because they are direct gifts from God – of God Himself!   

To help us to recognize how these virtues are encounters with God I 

want to translate them into words that may make more sense for us.  

Faith, hope and charity can seem like vague, abstract things, nouns.  

But instead think of them as verbs, commands even. So, rather than the 

nouns “faith,” “hope,” “charity,” consider these virtues as three 

corresponding verbs – believe, trust, love. We’re meant to believe God, 

trust God, love God.  Faith is the capability God gives me by which I can 

believe God as He presents Himself to me. Hope is the capability God 

gives me by which I am able to trust God in what He is doing in my life. 

Charity is the capability God gives me by which I can choose God’s will, 

over my own, out of love for Him. I can’t do any of those things on my 

own! And none of them necessarily comes with good feelings.  

Now, there are natural virtues of faith, hope, and charity. An atheist 

can have faith in his wife’s honesty, hope the Seahawks will win the 

Super Bowl again, show charity to a man on the street. But the 

theological virtues are divine, supernatural gifts by which we can 

believe, trust, love God – with God’s own knowledge and fidelity. 



By way of example of what these theological virtues are like in human 

experience, when I resist the urge to use another person for my own 

ends because I know God doesn’t want that, and I think “I don’t want 

that pleasure of exercising my own will. I want that person’s good 

because of you, God!” That is charity. If someone who has been my 

inspiration for believing in Christ abandons Christianity, and I 

nevertheless decide to continue to believe, that is faith. When I 

consciously continue to trust in God’s goodness even in the midst of 

great, mysterious suffering, that is hope. Believe, trust, love in these 

ways and we are, in that moment, encountering God Himself directly 

working in our soul, even though we might not feel anything. 

So this is the how the human desire and search for an experience of 

God who is always beyond us can be fulfilled: In our acts of believing, 

trusting, and loving God, it’s actually the Holy Spirit who is placing us 

into the current of love and life that takes place between the Father 

and the Son – bridging the “otherness” of God. When we make an act 

of faith we know the Father with the Son’s own knowledge.  When we 

love God rather than ourselves, we love Him with the Holy Spirit’s own 

loving.  These acts of faith, hope and charity are not primarily our 

attempts to find and hold onto God. They are, first and foremost, God’s 

actions letting us use and experience His inner, Trinitarian life.  

We can believe, trust, love God without completely knowing how we do 

it because it’s God doing the heavy lifting in those actions.  And 

because God is on such a totally different frequency from us human 

beings that experience of God often doesn’t register in our senses, or 

even our understanding. These experiences of ours taking place within 

God’s own life may be accompanied by emotions, feelings, 



extraordinary phenomena – or they may not be! But they are 

happening nonetheless. 

 “I will ask the Father and he will give you another Advocate, the Spirit 

of Truth, whom the world cannot accept because it neither sees nor 

knows him. But you know Him because he remains with you and will be 

in you. I will not leave you orphans. I will come to you.” 

This is, I know, hard to follow and grasp, but it’s so important because 

we Christians so often lose heart because we don’t think we experience 

God, when, in fact, we just don’t recognize such an experience when it 

happens. And so we lose belief and trust in God. Do you want an 

experience of God?  Then believe, trust, love Him. In doing so, whether 

you feel anything or not, He will be acting in you, and slowly 

transforming you into His own inner life. God is with His Disciples 

always. He will remain with us, be in us. We are not orphans. We can be 

children of God, living in Him, and He in us. 


