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FEAST DAY TODAY, January 24th - St. Francis de Sales, 
Bishop and Doctor of the Church (1567-1622)

Britannica - Reformation, also called Protestant Reformation, the 
religious revolution that took place in the Western church in the 16th 
century. Its greatest leaders undoubtedly were Martin Luther and John 
Calvin. Having far-reaching political, economic, and social effects, the 
Reformation became the basis for the founding of Protestantism, one of 
the three major branches of Christianity.

Ellsberg, Robert. All Saints. The Crossroad Publishing Company. 
Kindle Edition.

“The Protestant Reformation [began on 31 October 1517 when Martin 
Luther posted his 95 Theses] evoked a variety of responses on the part 
of Catholic apologists. Some reacted defensively. Not content with 
affirming the truth, they felt the church must aggressively denounce 
error and cause its suppression by any means necessary. But others 
responded differently. They perceived in the signs of the times a 
general summons to conversion and to a more intense aspiration for 
holiness. Among the great saints of this period was Francis de 
Sales. As a bishop and spiritual director, he expounded a message of 
love and moderation that had enormous effect in reestablishing the 
vitality and credibility of the Catholic church. The only complaint 
against his methods came from rigorist critics who charged that he 
made it appear all too easy to become a saint…. For four years 
[1594-1598] he trudged through the region [the Chablais region around 
Lake Geneva] on foot, many times barely escaping assassination. He 
lived in poverty, relying on alms, suffering through several harsh winters. 
Rather than simply denouncing Calvinism, he chose instead to 
proclaim the positive message of the gospel in a way that would 
overcome the prevailing negative stereotypes of the Catholic faith. 
Not by force of arms, but by love and self-sacrifice he sought to 
return the hearts of the people to their ancient faith. He met with 
surprising success. At least twenty-three hundred families were publicly 
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reconciled with the Catholic church as a result of his mission…. By this 
time Francis himself had achieved wide fame through the publication of 
his book An Introduction to the Devout Life [published 1609]. This 
manual of devotion was quickly translated into many languages and it 
remains one of the classics of Christian spirituality. Most such 
handbooks had been addressed to clerics or members of religious 
orders. What was significant about Francis’s book was that it was 
addressed to Christians in any state of life. The path to holiness, he 
taught, could be pursued in the world as well as in the cloister…. In 
1923 Pope Pius XI named him the patron saint of writers.” 

DESCRIPTION OF SERIES 12 OF THE NIGHT SCHOOL

Series 12 of The Night School of the Faber Institute explores, Guest by 
Guest, month by month, how it happens that when evil has gotten into 
the fabric of a culture (e.g., American culture), the soul/a person 
instinctively “retracts” in revulsion (very often unnoticed by a person - 
this retraction). That is, evil is a toxin that corrupts things so central to 
the soul’s essence that the soul/a person “pulls back” and finds/
establishes a defensive position in relation to that evil (doing this most 
often without noticing that he or she has done this). The soul/a person 
seeks a “safe” spot (i.e., a way of understanding himself or herself) in 
which to hide, something which Becker powerfully describes as “the 
vital lie”. When this is happening on a broad front in the people of an 
unhealthy culture, those people/that nation (government, church, social 
class) will quickly lose track of what being a human being actually is. 
Not knowing who we are at this fundamental level of awareness leaves 
us too able to be manipulated to “conform” to someone else’s “safe” 
version - vital lie - of personhood.

Our Guest to begin Series 12 is Ernest Becker. He is probably best 
characterized as a cultural anthropologist - someone who studies the 
“meaning and values” of a culture as they relate to the “human project”. 
His book, The Denial of Death (1973), which won the Pulitzer Prize in 
1974 (after his death), was written as he was actively dying of cancer. 
When I first read it, probably in the early 1980s, I knew that I had read 
one of the ten greatest non-fiction books that I had ever read (a 
personal assessment). In the book, among many other things, he is 



taking a long, loving look at what we think it means to become a (good) 
person. Becker explains how often that this is not at all what it means.

Becker with brilliant and accessible analysis, and with instructive 
passion, cracks open this “cheat” of personhood, so that we might begin 
to lay hold of what being a (good) human being actually is, and how a 
soul/a person gets open finally to not knowing what a human being is 
other than a relationship of profound dependence on God.

BIOGRAPHICAL DETAILS

Born: 1925 
Died: 6 March 1974 
Nationality: American 
Occupation: Cultural anthropologist 
Family: Born in 1925; died of cancer in 1974. 
Education: Earned Ph.D. from Syracuse University.

Writer. Member of staff at U.S. Embassy in Paris, France; State 
University of New York, instructor, 1962-65; University of California, 
Berkeley, lecturer, beginning in 1965; instructor at San Francisco State 
University in San Francisco, CA, and at Simon Fraser University in 
Burnaby, British Columbia.
Pulitzer Prize, 1974, for The Denial of Death.
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LUCIEN RICHARD, OMI from his “Death, a Theology”

Lucien Richard, OMI, “Death, a Theology” -

The pervasiveness of death leads Ernest Becker to affirm that 
the effort to repress the terror of death is the very foundation of 
all human culture. Humans cannot live without limiting their 
perception of reality; in the face of death there is a need to 
build an armor to protect ourselves. The basic fact of human 
reality is the realization that one has no control over death or 
over the meaning of one’s life.

Becker’s anthropology is centered on the conviction that the 
consciousness of one’s mortality provides the key to 
understanding the human condition. Failure to cope with 
personal mortality leads to mental illness, and the denial of death 
is the core of most neuroses.

Contemporary approaches to death have forced Christian 
theology to concentrate on death not simply in the abstract, but 
as a concrete process, as dying. Death can no longer be 
considered as the instant when life finally ends, but as a 
recurrent experience where life itself is failing, such as in 
illness, as in losses and separations. Every illness, every loss 

is a dying, so that death is going on within us at all times.[1]

[1] Peter E. Fink, The New Dictionary of Sacramental Worship 
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2000), 327.

OUR “FACTICITY”

Kate Bowler, “The Roof Always Caves In” in Comment Magazine – 
“What I had not learned from my shed caving in was what Simone de 
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Beauvoir calls our facticity. All of our freedoms—our choices and our 
ridiculous attempts to plan our lives—are constrained by so many 
unchangeable details. I was born in this particular year to those 
parents in this town. This medication exists and that treatment doesn’t, 
but now it seems that all along I had these cancer cells in my colon, 
spreading to my liver, and scattered in my abdomen because of a 
genetic blueprint written long ago. This existential state is, to borrow 
a term from Martin Heidegger, the thrownness of human life. As we 
wake to the suffering of this world and our own existence, we find 
ourselves hurtling through time…. When North Americans look for 
answers to our dependence, we often turn to the easy promises of the 
gospel of self-help. “Try harder!” “Change your mindset.” “You are your 
greatest hope.” We bought cheap paperbacks in a frenzy to find a cure 
for being human. But soon our own limited resolve—and the relative 
weakness of our institutions—conjured up the atomism that Alexis de 
Tocqueville so feared. Our dreams turned out to be built from 
toothpicks, each person propped up to stand entirely alone…. The 
English word “precarity” means a state of dangerous uncertainty, but 
its Latin root tells us a good deal more about its Christian character. 

The Oxford English Dictionary at “precarious” – “Dependent on 
chance or circumstance; uncertain; liable to fail; exposed to risk, 
hazardous; insecure, unstable.”

The term comes from precarius, or “obtained by entreaty or prayer”—a 
state where we cannot achieve things by ourselves. We must rely on 
someone else, God or neighbour…. There is a tremendous opportunity 
here, now, for Christians to develop language and foster community 
around empathy, courage, and hope in the midst of this fear of our own 
vulnerability. Our neighbours are expressing an aching desire to feel less 
alone, needing language for the pain they’ve experienced, searching for 
meaning and someone to tell them the truth…. It is a miracle when we let 
ourselves, in desperation, be lowered into the unknown. When we let 
ourselves cry or scream or even whisper that we fear our own undoing. 
We will have almost nothing in our control except the knowledge of our 
fragility….”



LUCIEN RICHARD, OMI, “DEATH, A THEOLOGY”
 

The Oxford English Dictionary at “death” – “The act or fact of 
dying; the end of life; the permanent cessation of the vital 
functions of a person, animal, plant, or other organism. Also: an 
instance of this; (with specification) a manner of dying.”

 
OLD TESTAMENT
 
In the Rabbinic tradition, death is usually seen as a normal part 
of created existence; Adam, created out of dust, returns to 
dust. Death is a natural limitation to existence…. Yet the basic 
concern in the Hebrew scriptures is for life…. An essential 
dimension of life is the right relationship to God, for life is not 
understood simply as bios but as life-with-God…. Death is 
relationlessness, for Sheol is a realm of God’s absence…. And 
here lies the ambiguity of the OT concept of death. How can 
God be source of life, as shalom, and of death, as 
relationlessness. Since death has no power of its own and 
dualism plays no role in the OT, death becomes a question 
about God…. Relationship to God must survive death itself.

NEW TESTAMENT
 

Romans 14: 7 For none of us lives for himself and none of us 

dies for himself;* 8 while we are alive, we are living for the Lord, 
and when we die, we die for the Lord: and so, alive or dead, we 

belong to the Lord. 9 It was for this purpose that Christ both died 
and came to life again: so that he might be Lord of both the dead 

and the living.*[1]

Finitude and mortality are essential components of the finite 
embodied human condition. As such they are not sinful; they 
become an occasion for sin when they become the ultimate 
concern of human existence, when life is all that is sought for. 
When that happens, mortality becomes “death” in the Pauline 



sense. And death enters into the theological realm…. Paul says 
that to be in sin is to be under the domination of death. Death 
in this sense is the ongoing attempt to hold on to life as one’s 
own possession. The terror of death is the fear of losing 
ourselves. The wages of sin is death, for the roots of sin is 
domination and possessiveness. Death becomes an enemy 
[when it defines itself] apart from relation to God the giver and 
sustainer of life…. Death is a negative reality, and this includes 
Jesus’ death.

New World Encyclopedia at “Ernest Becker” – “Becker also noted 
that the root of evil lies in the selfishness of human beings 
seeking to protect their own existence in the face of their 
mortality, which he regarded as an essential aspect of human 
nature. Recognizing such evil within human beings gave him 
concern about the future of human society.”

 
CHRISTIAN TRADITION
 
As we move into the Christian tradition, the theology of death 
becomes a theology of the afterlife, with its focus on the 
immortality of the soul…. Specific church teachings on death 
are rare…. Death is clearly mysterious; Christianity’s answer to 
this mystery is another mystery, the paschal mystery. Humanity 
is destined to pass from death to life through Christ. The 
mystery of Christ and the mystery of man/woman are the same 
mystery…. 

CONTEMPORARY THOUGHTS
 
Theologians today approach death not primarily in terms of the 
afterlife, and not simply as a point at the end of life, but rather 
as a pervasive dimension of one’s total existence…. Martin 

Heidegger [1889-1976[2] taught: It is precisely death that 
allows human life to have meaning. To live in a realistic 
anticipation of death is to accept boundaries and to live with 
some purpose. Meaning is to be found within human life, not by 



ignoring mortality and finitude, but by taking the inevitability of 
death fully and frankly into account.
 
DEATH AS A PERSONAL ACT
 

According to Karl Rahner, SJ [1904-1984][3], because man/
woman is a union of nature and person, death has two 
dimensions, a personal and a natural one.

Clearly then, one of the most important products of 
relationships is the emergence of structures of meaning that 
are essential to our existence. Meanings are learned in the 
context of specific relationships and circumstances.

Biologically, the human organism wears out. It weakens and 
collapses, or it is destroyed. In its personal aspect, though, 
death is something active and performed, not simply passive 
and suffered. Because human persons are free, they have the 
ability to dispose of themselves. In its personal aspect, then, 
death can be the culmination of personal history of freedom.

With the emphasis on personhood as relational, and 
meaningfulness as interpersonal, the death of a person is the 
dissolution not only of an individual but of meaningfulness and 
of personal environment. Death strikes directly at the human 
person by threatening the person with radical relationlessness. 

Life consists in active participation in a set of relationships. 
Death for its part means the destruction of what has been 
slowly built up and has come to form the very fabric of a 
personal existence. The problem of death does not arise 
primarily because of our biological reality, but because of the 
unconditional and the uniqueness that is personhood.

The bond of personal relationship transcends distance and 
time and can in a similar way bridge the gap of death. There is 



something about belonging at the personal level of existence 
that can prevail over the physical separation of death. 
Communion with the living and the dead is based on memory, 
on remembrance. 

Remembering is a fundamental element of personal belonging 
and of the interpersonal world. Within the Christian perspective 
the interpersonal world extends beyond this time and space.

* 6:10–11; Lk 20:38; Ga 2:19; Ph 1:20
* Ac 10:42; 2 Co 5:15
[1] The New Jerusalem Bible (New York; London; Toronto; Sydney; 
Auckland: Doubleday, 1990), Ro 14:7–9.
[2] Lexham Factbook – “Being and Time, his best-known work, offers a 
detailed phenomenology of human existence, describing the “facticity” 
of being cast into a life not of our own making, free to pursue all kinds of 
options yet trapped by our own finiteness. Destiny awaits, however, and 
conscience calls us to an authentically human existence. In his later 
writings, Heidegger makes it clear that man is no Promethean, saving 
himself, but that the Ground of Being is revealed in the depth of his 
anxiety. This is not a personal God, however, nor a Being distinct from 
others, but rather a panentheistic kind of Being-Itself within which we 
find our being.”
[3] “Rahner’s writings are a highly significant exposition of twentieth-
century Roman Catholic theology. Based in vast philosophical erudition, 
Rahner’s work has, in fact, had broad influence on contemporary Roman 
Catholic doctrinal thought. The substance and methods of his work have 
been publicly admired by various popes. Appointed as one of its 
theological experts, Rahner also had an impact on Vatican Council II and 
its doctrinal statements. In many ways, Rahner’s place in Roman 
Catholicism is comparable to Karl Barth’s in Protestantism. In general, 
Rahner’s thought upholds a traditional Christian supernaturalism, 
sometimes adjusted deeply for modern philosophy. For Rahner, as for 
Barth, this has meant a combining of traditional and orthodox doctrine 
with existentialism and its insights. Through his superb expressive skills, 
Rahner made his abstract teachings highly appealing to a wide 
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academic audience. But at the same time, his writings and lectures for 
the public have compelling pastoral insights and evangelistic 
promptings. Rahner’s works have given recent Roman Catholic theology 
one of its ablest expositions.” [K.J. Bryer, “Rahner, Karl,” Who’s Who in 
Christian History (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House, 1992), 579.]

THE VITAL LIE – CHARACTER
 
“Take stock of those around you and you will… hear them talk in precise 
terms about themselves and their surroundings, which would seem to 
point to them having ideas on the matter. But start to analyse those 
ideas and you will find that they hardly reflect in any way the reality to 
which they appear to refer, and if you go deeper, you will discover that 
there is not even an attempt to adjust the ideas to this reality. Quite the 
contrary: through these notions the individual is trying to cut off any 
personal vision of reality, of his own very life. For life is at the start a 
chaos in which one is lost. The individual suspects this, but he is 
frightened at finding himself face to face with this terrible reality and 
tries to cover it over with a curtain of fantasy, where everything is clear. 
It does not worry him that his “ideas” are not true, he uses them as 
trenches for the defense of his existence, as scarecrows to frighten 

away reality.” —JOSÉ ORTEGA Y GASSET1 [Becker, Ernest. The Denial of 
Death (p. 47). Free Press. Kindle Edition.]

The great boon of repression is that it makes it possible to live 
decisively in an overwhelmingly miraculous and incomprehensible world, 
a world so full of beauty, majesty, and terror that if animals perceived it 
all they would be paralyzed to act. [Becker, Ernest. The Denial of Death 
(p. 50). Free Press. Kindle Edition.]

He can relate not only to animals in his own species, but in some ways to 
all other species. He can contemplate not only what is edible for him, 
but everything that grows. He not only lives in this moment, but expands 
his inner self to yesterday, his curiosity to centuries ago, his fears to five 
billion years from now when the sun will cool, his hopes to an eternity 
from now. He lives not only on a tiny territory, nor even on an entire 
planet, but in a galaxy, in a universe, and in dimensions beyond visible 
universes. It is appalling, the burden that man bears, the experiential 
burden. [Becker, Ernest. The Denial of Death (pp. 50-51). Free Press. 



Kindle Edition.]

Job 38:
1 Then the Lord* answered Job out of the storm and said: 

2 Who is this who darkens counsel 
with words of ignorance? 
3 Gird up your loins* now, like a man; 

I will question you, and you tell me the answers!a 
4 Where were you when I founded the earth? 
Tell me, if you have understanding. 
5 Who determined its size? Surely you know? 
Who stretched out the measuring line for it? 
6 Into what were its pedestals sunk, 
and who laid its cornerstone, 
7 While the morning stars sang together 

and all the sons of God* shouted for joy? 
8 Who shut within doors the sea, 

when it burst forth from the womb,b 
9 When I made the clouds its garment 
and thick darkness its swaddling bands? 
10 When I set limits for it 
and fastened the bar of its door, 
11 And said: Thus far shall you come but no farther, 
and here shall your proud waves stop? 
12 Have you ever in your lifetime commanded the morning 
and shown the dawn its place 
13 For taking hold of the ends of the earth, 

till the wicked are shaken from it? [1]

 
And so, the core of psychodynamics, the formation of the human 
character, is a study in human self-limitation and in the terrifying costs 
of that limitation. The hostility to psychoanalysis in the past, today, 
and in the future, will always be a hostility against admitting that 



man lives by lying to himself about himself and about his world, and 
that character, to follow Ferenczi and Brown, is a vital lie. I 
particularly like the way Maslow has summed up this contribution of 
Freudian thought: ‘Freud’s greatest discovery, the one which lies at the 
root of psychodynamics, is that the great cause of much psychological 
illness is the fear of knowledge of oneself—of one’s emotions, impulses, 
memories, capacities, potentialities, of one’s destiny. We have 
discovered that fear of knowledge of oneself is very often isomorphic 
with, and parallel with, fear of the outside world’. [Becker, Ernest. The 
Denial of Death (pp. 51-52). Free Press. Kindle Edition.]

We don’t want to admit that we are fundamentally dishonest about 
reality, that we do not really control our own lives. We don’t want to 
admit that we do not stand alone, that we always rely on something that 
transcends us, some system of ideas and powers in which we are 
embedded and which support us. This power is not always obvious. 
[Becker, Ernest. The Denial of Death (p. 55). Free Press. Kindle Edition.]

The defenses that form a person’s character support a grand illusion, 
and when we grasp this, we can understand the full drivenness of man. 
He is driven away from himself, from self-knowledge, self-
reflection. He is driven toward things that support the lie of his 
character, his automatic equanimity. But he is also drawn precisely 
toward those things that make him anxious, as a way of skirting them 
masterfully, testing himself against them, controlling them by defying 
them. [Becker, Ernest. The Denial of Death (p. 56). Free Press. Kindle 
Edition.]

* Now the Lord enters the debate and addresses two discourses (chaps. 
38–39 and 40–41) to Job, speaking of divine wisdom and power. Such 
things are altogether beyond the capacity of Job. Out of the storm: 
frequently the background of the appearances of the Lord in the Old 
Testament; cf. Ps 18; 50; Na 1:3; Hb 3:2–15.
* Gird up your loins: prepare for combat—figuratively, be ready to 
defend yourself in debate.
a Jb 40:2.
* Sons of God: see note on 1:6.



b Gn 1:9.
[1] New American Bible, Revised Edition. (Washington, DC: The United 
States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 2011), Job 38:1–13.
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