Moments of humiliation
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Take away the carapace
For many people their greatest fear is of public humiliation and disgrace. But Jesus' own example teaches that such a stripping away of reputation is a necessary purification and a way to grace
A
 she wrote out the prescription, the doctor said: "Camouflage cream should do it." The pink vitiligo patches on my friend's face would never be healed, he said, but they could, at least, be covered up. As we left the surgery, we spoke about our preoccupation with hiding all kinds of things in all kinds of ways at many levels of our lives.
The recent focus on the provision of super-injunctions for the protection of the privileged, on the denials of our politicians regarding their hidden expenses claims, and on the cur-rent hacking scandals involving police, government and media, carries a profound threat to the fragile grace of trust without which any society cannot remain healthy and safe for long.
Albert Einstein's astute observation that "the last thing to collapse is the surface" remains shockingly relevant today. When the infrastructure of an institution is rotten there is nothing to bolster up the structure. When confidence goes the crash comes. The erosion of trust in Church and State in Ireland has brought the country to its knees. And it all looked so good for so long - but only on the surface.
Whether it has to do with our appearance, our popularity or the integrity of our organisations, we have a congenital desire to deny all flaws and imperfections. We tell lies, we scapegoat others, we sell our souls to save our face. Our deepest fear, it is often said, is the fear of being found out.
Like many others, I suppose I, too, carry a fear of public disgrace. At a time when so many of my brother priests are in the news for the wrong reasons, I wonder how I would respond to the charge of some crime. While the Sunday papers are blazing the details of it, would I turn up for Mass, as usual, to face the congregation? Or would I run and hide? There are thousands of us who silently worry about these things.
I remember a time when I experienced a small version of public shame. Even though it was in the context of a holistic and healing week, and even though everyone else there was battling with their own demons, it was still a shock to my system. My carefully crafted covers, masks and shells were ruthlessly removed, to reveal a very wounded, unfinished and unprotected inner creature. It was a classic moment of humiliation.
Our spiritual guides tell us that along the way of the soul, if it is to be a truly transforming
 journey, an encounter with some kind of public shame is necessary. In their search for enlightenment, the Sufis call this the moment of malamat - when discredit and humiliation happen. There is no purification without humiliation. There is, they would say, a grace in disgrace.
"I tell holy people who come to me to pray for one good humiliation every day," writes Richard Rohr. "And then I tell them to keep careful watch over their reaction to those humiliations. That is the only way you can avoid religious grandiosity, and know that you are seeking God and not yourself."
When reputations are suddenly destroyed, for one reason or another, some people just cannot hold their lives together any more. Their souls are crushed for ever. There is noth‑
What took a beating was
my ego. The ego prefers
anything, just about
anything, to falling, failing,
being shown up
ing left for another beginning. But others, for whom the final dependence on human respect is broken, gradually begin to blossom in a new way. Something has been liberated inside them - a new and beautiful possibility.
The late Cardinal Bernardin of Chicago was a great and humble prophet of love. He had two deadly fears in his life - the fear of disgrace and the fear of cancer. After mid-life, they both struck. He spent 12 months of pure pain when he was falsely accused of criminal behaviour before he was finally acquitted. His cancer was then discovered and he soon died. But during his final few months, having faced the two great fears of his life, he walked tall, his friends said, elegant and graceful, a free man.
My own brush with public humiliation carried its slow graces - eventually I felt it was a breakthrough into a deeper self-knowledge and authenticity. What took a beating was my ego. The ego prefers anything, just about anything, to falling, failing, being shown up. Usually it is a garrulous and devious tyrant, a confusing and ensnaring charlatan-self that usurps the reality of the true self, the God-Self.
"As long as we haven't unmasked the ego, it continues to hoodwink us, like a sleazy
 politician endlessly parading bogus promises, or a lawyer constantly inventing ingenious lies and defences," wrote Sogyal Rinpoche in
his The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying.
"Again and again we give in to its demands."
As long as Jesus is the one we follow, then there is no avoiding the necessary humiliation in the painful stripping away of our vanity, our pretentious carapace, our titles, our reliance on a false and privileged exemption from the pursuit of inner authenticity. The outer shell must be pierced, the masks removed. Before it's too late, and if we are lucky, we may slowly and painfully discover our long deceit.
It was the hypocrisy of the priests of his time that got Jesus so mad. He just could not stomach their religious pretence. It enraged him. He had no problem with the outcasts, the disgraced public sinners, the utter failures and misfits of his society. Unlike us, he welcomed and healed them. But he could get nowhere with the whited sepulchres.
The Persian mystic Rumi's advice reminds us of the practice of the ancient Celtic public penances. Only such humiliating suffering, and our deepest reflection on it, will ever reveal to each one of us the unum necessarium, the one thing we were created for - the possession and celebration of our truest self.

Put what salve you have on yourself. Point out to everyone the disease you are. That's part of getting well.
When you lance yourself that way,
You become more merciful and wiser.

We grow into our true selves, not by adding more to them, but by stripping and emptying them of our addictions to power, prestige and popularity. What a dying it was for Jesus, and is for us, when our good name lies in smithereens around us. What is left in us when all is taken away? When our cover is blown, when the image is shattered, how do we look naked, ridiculed, crucified? It is not easy to look good on wood.
In the end, it all makes you wonder whether those shattering moments of public humiliation are necessary for the total purification of the human soul. They were for Jesus. Maybe such disgrace is the final grace - the last block to be removed, the last crutch to be kicked away, before we place our trust completely in the jealous heart of our human-God.
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