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Chene Heady was a believing Catholic whose daily concerns were shaped primarily by forces
other than his faith--career demands, financial decisions, scheduling conflicts, etc. He worked
long hours and had limited regular interaction with his wife, also a busy professional, and his
young daughter. He was the typical overextended and anonymous modern Catholic man.Then
he tried an experiment that dramatically rearranged his life. After reading about the importance
of the Church's liturgical year, Heady took up the challenge to live as though the Church's
calendar, not the secular one, stood at the center of his life. Every day for a year, he observed
the Church's seasons and feasts, and meditated on the Church's daily readings. As he did so,
he found that his life, and his relationships, became more meaningful and fruitful.Numbering
My Days tells the story of one man's renewal, and it offers an authentic model of spiritual
development for anyone.

This work bridges the gap between liturgy, faith, and everyday lived experience. Chene Heady
shares how the Church's liturgical rhythm can truly shape your life. Highly recommended!
Deacon Harold Burke-Sivers, Author, Behold the Man: A Catholic Vision of Male SpiritualityA
delightful book! Through engaging personal stories, Chene Heady shows just how much it will
change your life to center your days on the liturgical calendar.--Jennifer Fulwiler, Author,
Something Other Than GodOne of the myriad ailments afflicting the modern world is the loss
of the sense of the sacredness of time, a deafness to the rhythms that accentuate a truly
Christian life. Chene Heady provides the antidote--delivered in lush prose with an
accompanying storyline that is at times hilarious, at times poignant. --Pieter Vree, Editor, New
Oxford ReviewAn encouragingly honest memoir. Heady's example is quite inviting. It would
bless the Church if many were to read this book, and heed its wisdom. --James Kushiner,
Executive Editor, Touchstone: A Journal of Mere Christianity --This text refers to the paperback
edition.About the AuthorChene Heady is Associate Professor of English at Longwood
University in Farmville, Virginia. A scholar of religion and literature, he is a convert to
Catholicism. His essays have appeared in Catholic and ecumenical magazines such as New
Oxford Review, America, and Touchstone.--This text refers to the paperback edition.
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NUMBERING MY DAYSChene HeadyNUMBERINGMY DAYSHow the Liturgical
CalendarRearranged My LifeIGNATIUS PRESS SAN FRANCISCOExcerpts from the
Lectionary for Mass for Use in the Dioceses of the United States of America, second typical
edition © 2001, 1998, 1997, 1986, 1970 by the Confraternity of Christian Doctrine, Inc.,
Washington, DC.Excerpts from the English translation of The Roman Missal © 2010 by the
International Commission on English in the Liturgy Corporation. All rights reserved.GOD’S
WORD is a copyrighted work of God’s Word to the Nations. Quotations are used by
permission. © 1995 by God’s Word to the Nations. All rights reserved.Excerpt from “This Be the
Verse” from The Complete Poems of Philip Larkin by Philip Larkin, edited by Archie Burnett. ©
2012 by The Estate of Philip Larkin. Reprinted by permission of Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
LLC.Cover Art and Design by Enrique J. Aguilar PintoCONTENTSIntroduction: The Trivial
Round, the Common Task1 The Holy Family and, Well, My Family(Advent and Christmas
Time)2 Working for the Weekend(Ordinary Time, Round 1)3 Renew My Heart, O God—If
You Must(Lent and Holy Week)4 A Holy Chaos?(Easter Time)5 The Hard Art of
Remembering(Ordinary Time, Round 2, Part 1)6 In the Middle of My Life’s Way(Ordinary
Time, Round 2, Part 2)7 Out of Fantasy, into Actuality(Ordinary Time, Round 2, Part
3)8 Lessons in Apocalyptic Living(Ordinary Time, Round 2, Part 4)Epilogue: The Story Which
Is Not a StoryNotesINTRODUCTION:THE TRIVIAL ROUND,THE COMMON TASKI walk into
the local coffee shop carrying my year-and-a-half-old daughter, Beatrice, the many pockets of
my thin tan trench coat flapping in the fall breeze. “Hi, Bea!” the manager shouts out in her
raspy voice when we’re barely through the door. She is in her early twenties, with long,
untamed wavy brown hair and the affably obnoxious disposition and settled figure of a barfly.
She doesn’t seem like she would have much interest in families with small children—and, in
point of fact, she has never learned my name—but she does have a weakness for Bea (“the
only baby I’ve ever seen who doesn’t look like Winston Churchill”).And, as surely as Bea has a
weakness for frilly lace dresses, she has a weakness for the coffee shop. She loves the
ambient acoustic and jazz music, and, especially, the baked goods. She raises her stuffed
flamingo toward the manager as a kind of salute (she never took to a teddy bear). “How’s it
hanging, Mingo?” the manager barks. Mingo, who is by now a linty blue gray with lingering pink
highlights, answers her by jumping up and down. I am apparently the least memorable figure in
our entourage.I order a large coffee, and the manager asks, “What would you like today, Miss
Beatrice?”“A croiss-ant,” she replies, in two distinct syllables, each with an emphatic nod of the
head that tosses her light brown bob cut back and forth.I plop Beatrice into the coffee shop’s
tiny wheeled high chair. She fits easily in the chair, though her long, thin arms and legs stick
out in all directions. We careen toward our table, passing it deliberately, then rapidly doubling
back, spinning around, and making an abrupt stop exactly at Beatrice’s usual seat. She giggles
with amusement and whiplash. We annoy only the couple of customers optimistic enough to
conduct a job interview in a coffee shop, and we have our fans among the regulars. A rail-thin
retired schoolteacher always stops by the table to compliment Beatrice’s manners, and a UPS
driver with a prominent mustache persistently tries to get conversation out of Mingo.I pick up
our coffee and croissant and return to the table. Out of one of my many pockets, I pull
Beatrice’s sippy cup of juice; out of another, I grab a copy of the Victorian poet John Keble’s
collection The Christian Year. I begin breaking up the croissant into tiny bits. Beatrice goes right
for the croissant, but I have trouble focusing on my book, since I can barely stay awake.I
haven’t had a decent night’s sleep since my daughter was born. Not long ago, I got my first



traffic ticket in sixteen years; head tilted toward the shoulder, eyes just slits, I zoned out and
rear-ended a nurse. Now I drink eighty ounces of coffee each day just as a baseline; on truly
sleepy days like today, I average about one hundred twenty. My wife, Emily, and I both teach
English at colleges in central Virginia (she is also an administrator). I teach mornings and
watch Beatrice in the afternoon; Emily teaches afternoons and watches Beatrice in the
morning; my wife’s parents, who live in town and are retired, graciously cover the interval. I
recently realized that my wife and I literally haven’t fifteen minutes free a day. Once, on a brief
pause between activities, I asked Emily why she was doing the dishes (which is normally my
job). “I had ten minutes free and I wasn’t going to spend ten minutes just sitting around,” she
replied matter-of-factly. I had to explain to her later why someone else might find this remark
funny. We rise at 4:45 A.M. when our daughter starts crying, and we finish our schoolwork and
begin our broken sleep at about midnight. Psychologists tell us that dreams often function as a
kind of wish fulfillment, compensating for what we feel to be lacking in our daily lives. I have a
recurring dream in which I am blissfully asleep.“Daddy?” Beatrice asks from across the table,
snapping me out of my thoughts.“Yes, Bea?”“What we doing now, Daddy?”“How about ‘Old
McDonald’?” I ask. She nods happily and immediately begins: “Old McDonald adda farm. . . yiy,
yiy, yiy, yiy, oh!” She loves to talk and she loves to sing; words perpetually bubble out of her.
She will gladly sing that song—as nearly as an unusually verbose toddler can enunciate it—
over and over again for a good hour. I just have to chime in every once in a while and suggest
a new animal (“Rooster? How about rooster?”). If she is particularly agitated, I push her high
chair back and forth with my foot.We’re at the coffee shop this afternoon because my wife has
a late meeting. I need coffee, I need to reread selections from Keble’s Christian Year for a class
I am teaching on religion and literature, and I need to watch Beatrice. So, of course, I am doing
all three things at once. I state the situation to myself plainly: I am shoving bits of croissant at
my daughter across the table so she doesn’t interrupt me while I work. I am a horrible person.I
open The Christian Year to the second poem, “Morning”, but I still can’t manage to focus. I love
my daughter and I love my wife, but mostly I am bored, depressed, and listless. My life is a
giant series of tasks to be performed, and most moments are like this one: I focus on no one
thing and I am mentally present to no one. I don’t want to exaggerate: objectively, nothing has
gone dramatically wrong for me, and I have committed no flamboyant sins. Mortal sins
generally require planning and commitment, and I have had neither the energy nor the time.
But the days drag on, and everything seems empty. I am detached and disaffected, stretched
thin and scattered. I feel guilty about feeling this way—I worry that it makes me a bad husband
and a bad father—but I can’t shake it just by wishing. “Daddy. . . ,” Beatrice calls out.“Dog,” I
reply, and the next verse of “Old McDonald” begins.Not only do I feel like a bad husband and
father, but I feel like a bad Catholic. My sense that the world is meaningless and my life empty
simply can’t be squared with my Catholic Faith. The Faith declares that nothing is without
significance. “The world is charged with the grandeur of God”, as Gerard Manley Hopkins
exclaimed in his poem “God’s Grandeur”. In the Mass, the priest proclaims that the “fruit of the
earth and work of human hands. . . will become for us the bread of life”, and the “fruit of the
vine and work of human hands. . . will become our spiritual drink.”1 When we reply, “Blessed be
God forever,” we affirm that the elements of daily life can, through the power of God, take on a
literally divine significance. The trivial and the quantifiable can become the transcendent. But
obviously at a gut level, I don’t really believe it. Day by day, I transform the transcendent into
the trivial and the quantifiable. There is a disconnect between my faith and my life.“Daddy. . . ,” I
hear again from across the table.“Guinea pig,” I answer. Soon there is a “squeak, squeak” both
here and there.I don’t have any more time for introspection. I need to take notes on at least a



poem or two before Beatrice gets antsy and we need to leave. So I turn to my book and try to
read the poem “Morning”. The Reverend John Keble was a leader in the Oxford Movement, the
Catholic-oriented reform movement in the Church of England; he was one of Blessed John
Henry Newman’s best friends. His Christian Year is structured around the Anglican liturgical
calendar and provides a poem for each Sunday, feast day, and special service. Although now
largely forgotten, The Christian Year was the single best-selling book of poetry of the
nineteenth century in England, so it’s a logical choice for inclusion in my upper-level course on
religion and literature. “Morning”, the poem for the Anglican morning service, is the first poem
after the “Dedication”.I’ve read “Morning” before, but today it speaks to my life. The speaker
describes an objectively ideal morning—a beautiful sunrise, with a gentle breeze, slight fog,
and lots of dew—but admits that personally he feels no connection to this scene and derives
no sense of meaning from it. His is a “dark, void spirit”, as he has already lamented in the
“Dedication”. He believes in Christianity but feels like he lives in a meaningless world. All he
has going for him is that he knows that he has a problem, and he suspects that problem is with
him and not God or the world. The speaker directly addresses the sunrise, breeze, and fog to
ask them why they bother to show themselves to disaffected, listless humanity at all: “Why
waste your treasures of delight / Upon our thankless, joyless sight. . .?” (lines
13-14).“Daddy. . .”“Yak,” I reply at random. Soon Beatrice is calling out, “With a yak, yak here
and a yak, yak there, here a yak, there a yak. . .”Keble starts where I start. But he ends
somewhere very different from where I end. This poem concludes with the speaker imploring
God to “help us, this and every day, / To live more nearly as we pray” (lines 63-64). The solution
for a meaningless life, Keble asserts, is to internalize the liturgy, the daily prayer of the Church.
Keble believed that when the undivided early Church devised the liturgical year she was
expressing a legitimate insight into the mind of God. The liturgical year offers a method of
experiencing time and creation in which all things are invested with meaning; divine time
(kairos) replaces empty time (chronos). Through the liturgical year and its daily prayers and
scriptural readings, the Church teaches us how to read the temporal in light of the eternal.But
most Christians, Keble thought, fail to take advantage of the Church calendar. Most of us live
lives that seem devoid of meaning precisely because we have abandoned liturgical time. The
calendar we actually live is one structured around the work week, not around the Resurrection
of Christ (Sunday, the Christian Sabbath) or God’s rest at the end of the creation of the world
(Saturday, the Jewish Sabbath). In the clock we’ve internalized, all moments are equally
insignificant, divided only between work (Monday-Friday) and leisure (Saturday-Sunday). It’s no
coincidence that we see ourselves as producers and consumers rather than as divine
creations. Keble wrote his book of poems as an attempt to break people out of this pattern; he
wanted to show his readers how an individual’s life and world would change if he really tried to
live the liturgical year. “Daddy, please. . .”“Lion,” I shoot back without thinking. Beatrice likes
lions and does not ask what they are doing on a farm; she merely roars. I push the high chair
back and forth with my foot. I’m running out of time, and I seem to be near a breakthrough.The
speaker of “Morning” begins to break out of his disaffection and depression precisely because
he has initiated his experiment in liturgical living. His goal, that “on our daily course our mind /
Be set to hallow all we find” (lines 29-30), should be ours as well. The liturgical calendar
teaches us to see our lives in light of Scripture and of the stories of Christ and the saints;
through the liturgical calendar each moment stands revealed as a thing sacred, containing its
own revelation from God. If we were to seek this sacral sense of time and place, then even
“Life’s dullest, dreariest walk” would become merely another occasion through which God
could reveal wisdom to our hearts (lines 47-48). If we could only live as we pray in the liturgy,



then nothing would be banal, pointless, and dull; or, better, all things banal, pointless, and dull
would themselves become paths to the divine:The trivial round, the common task,Would
furnish all we ought to askRoom to deny ourselves; a roadTo bring us daily nearer God. (lines
53-56)“Daddy?”“A road,” I suggest, my mind still on the poem. “No noise,” she objects, her brow
furrowed, her eyes intense.“Breeze, then,” I counter, still thinking of Keble.“How does a breeze
go?”“Whoosh.” Beatrice breaks into a slight smirk. She likes that sound. Soon there is a
“whoosh, whoosh” everywhere, and in fact the Spirit may be moving. What if instead of
studying Keble as an academic subject, I actually tried to live out his ideas? Could my life be
altered if I tried to live the liturgical year in the way that Keble—and Pope [Emeritus] Benedict
XVI and Dietrich von Hildebrand and others—would suggest?So, sitting in the coffee shop,
feeding my daughter croissant, and listening to Frank Sinatra’s cool jazz mingle with the
persistent refrain of “Old McDonald”, I decide to take Keble’s book as a challenge. The new
liturgical year is about to begin, and I will spend the next year trying to see my life in light of the
liturgy. Each day of the year to come (2011-2012, Cycle B), I will write a meditation relating the
day’s liturgical readings and prayers to my thoughts and to my life. And, at the end of the year, I
will see if there is any change in how I see myself and the world, and determine whether my
life has been altered.I stick the book and sippy cup back into two of the many pockets of my
coat, I feed Beatrice her last bit of croissant, I race her back across the restaurant in her high
chair, and I pull her out and prop her up against my shoulder. I walk out into the parking lot, not
yet in any way a new man, but eager to see what might happen if I lived more nearly as I
prayed.Through all the difficulties of the next year, I stayed true to my quest, and this book is
the result. The ruminations that follow were written in real time, on the days of the liturgical year
recorded below; I wrote an entry for every day of the Church year. The prose was cleaned up
later for the sake of readability, but the thoughts of the day belong to the day. Also for the sake
of readability, I have omitted entries that repeat ideas and themes found elsewhere in the book
or that now strike me as irrelevant to the main narrative.One note: As you read my ruminations
and my stories, you may not always find my thoughts and actions to be morally heroic. Some of
you may already be holier Catholics as you begin reading this book than I will manage to
become by the end of it. Some of you may be shocked that it took me a whole liturgical year to
come to realizations that for you would have been obvious and decisions that for you would
have been automatic.But that’s okay. For I am not the hero of this book—the liturgical year is,
and I am its often-bumbling sidekick. If my experience and reflections are of any value, it will be
due more often to my faults than to my virtues. In The Joy of the Gospel, Pope Francis teaches
that the liturgy is a means by which “the Church evangelizes and is herself evangelized.”2 You
will be watching the liturgy evangelize me. If I feel stretched thin and like my life is devoid of
meaning, then studies suggest I’m just the average adult American. If my faith does not shape
my life in the way it should, then polls suggest I am an average Catholic. If the liturgy alters my
imperfect existence, it can alter yours. The liturgy is our universal story.1THE HOLY FAMILY
AND,WELL, MY FAMILY(Advent and Christmas Time)Tuesday of the First Week in Advent (Lk
10:21-24)I begin this liturgical year knowing that I don’t yet get liturgical time. I go to Mass
every week. I am more or less aware of the Church calendar, more or less by accident. My
parish is like any other: every December there is a folding table in the narthex piled high with
free calendars that erase the fine line between religious art and advertisements for funeral
homes. I’ve never been one to pass up anything that’s free, and I’ve never been one to fail to
use whatever I’ve got; so I can find out what saint’s day it is just by looking up at the wall
calendar.But I know that I have not internalized liturgical time; it’s not part of who I am. I have,
however, internalized clock time. Even on those rare occasions when my daughter sleeps in, I



inevitably wake at 4:45 A.M., fifteen minutes before the alarm. The alarm clock has become
part of me; I don’t even need to hear it. And once I’m up, I live by the law of the Microsoft
Outlook Calendar. It divides my life into a series of tasks and shouts at me with persistent
reminders as they approach and pass (the computer rings like a doorbell, and a pop-up
informs me: “Reminder: Appointment: Pick up your daughter: 15 minutes ago”). Once a task is
done, it’s “dismissed”. And then the next task pops up.The Outlook Calendar is a more
palatable, white-collar version of the manifold beepers and buzzers of a fast-food restaurant—
as I know all too well. I paid my own way through the cheapest Catholic college in Michigan by
living with my mother and working untold hours at a series of fast-food restaurants in suburban
Detroit. Every time a run of meat was done cooking, a beeper screamed across the kitchen. A
higher-pitched wail meant a basket of fries. A low buzzer meant a round of buns. A persistent
bleating like Morse code meant a customer waiting on drive-through. And all too often, all
beepers and buzzers went off simultaneously, in a mad cacophony. Then, thought was
impossible, and life had only one goal: to shut the stupid things off. Not everyone could
psychologically handle this. At one such moment, a cook—a wan high school student with
dyed black hair—collapsed into a weeping, huddled mass on the floor; he was led out the door
and never came back. I’m not so sensitive, but even I used to feel like Pavlov’s dog. When the
phone at home beeped at me, I answered without thinking, “Welcome to the drive-through. May
I take your order?”The Outlook Calendar, though less obnoxious and somewhat subtler than a
fast-food beeper, is functionally no different. It really does imply a basically Pavlovian view of
humanity: we are just animals responding to stimuli, completely finite creatures devoid of
agency and will. Only the tangible and the immediate, only what shouts and beeps at us, is
real; nothing transcendent exists, and there is no purpose in recollection.The liturgical calendar
asks me to back up from the moment, to see larger patterns, to read the moments of my day in
light especially of the graced moment of the Incarnation, to consider the possibility that,
metaphorically, all moments are incarnational. Christ is the key to understanding existence, and
the liturgical year asks me to juxtapose Christ’s life and teachings with the day-today life I live.
If I really do that, God will, in the words of today’s Alleluia, “enlighten the eyes of his servant[ ]”.
As today’s Gospel (Lk 10:21-24) proclaims, since “all things have been handed over” by God to
Christ his Son, if we know and meditate on Christ, we will come to understand things “hidden”
from “the wise and the learned” (21-22).1But the liturgical calendar has this great disadvantage
over the Outlook Calendar: it can’t shout at me. So I’ve tried to help the liturgical year along by
signing up for a free e-mail service that sends me the daily Mass readings. If contemplation—
breaking the habit of seeing life as a series of tasks—becomes itself a task that I must tackle
as I clean out my e-mail in-box, perhaps I can begin to learn to enter into divine time.Friday of
the First Week in Advent (Is 29:17-24)Isaiah offers a magnificent vision of divine restoration:
the day will come when the blind shall see, the poor will be exalted, and the desert will be
fruitful (Is 29:17-24, today’s first reading). But one of his many images of restoration strikes me
strangely: “On that day the deaf shall hear / the words of a book” (18).You see the problem:
yes, it would be a divine miracle if the deaf heard “the words of a book”. Deaf people can’t hear.
But God’s miracles have meaning; they are signs, they signify. And what’s the purpose here?
What’s the point? Deaf people can read already. If anything, silent reading is faster and leads
to better retention. So what’s the good of them hearing the words of a book? For that matter,
when does anyone need to hear the words of a book?Unfortunately, I might know the answer.
We hear the words of a book when the Gospel is read at Mass. Except I usually don’t—not
anymore. My daughter, Beatrice, is a very active one-and-a-half-year-old. And my wife, Emily,
and I spend all of Mass just trying to get her through it. Last Sunday, Beatrice bolted twice from



the pew, once to try to hug the statue of the Virgin Mary, once to dash up the aisle for a loud
conversation with the Crucified Christ. “Mo” is her word for “more”, and she loves the sound of
the word “amen”. Throughout Mass, each solemn moment of silence following a liturgical
prayer is punctuated with the shout, “Mo! Mo amen!” All of this is charming, and I hope it shows
a developing love for the Faith. But if it’s your job to keep Beatrice interested and quiet so that
other people can follow the service, there is really little chance of your hearing much of it
yourself. I have to hope that it counts for something spiritually that I’m there at all. And, during
the closing hymn—if she has managed to make it that far—Bea erupts with a scream and a
cry, and we have to beat a hasty retreat. Emily, ever the planner, benevolent administrator of
both her academic division and the lives of all those around her, has already snatched up our
scattered gear and crammed it into a backpack; I’m swinging the car seat like a pendulum in a
mad dash for the exit.It’s important that we hear the words of a book. The book of Isaiah was
written in an oral culture; a book was to be read aloud. As late as Saint Augustine’s time,
people typically read aloud even when they were alone (Augustine was freaked out the first
time he met someone who read silently). The purpose of a book was to capture a living human
voice and insight and convey it to a community; similarly, the purpose of a prophecy like
Isaiah’s was to capture the actual voice of God and to summon a community around it. When
King Josiah recovered the Law (see 2 Kings 22), it was read aloud to the whole city, and the
whole community responded. Everyone, without exception, needs to gather together, and
everyone, without exception, needs to hear. Mass may be the last place where oral reading still
has this ancient meaning and significance.We need to hear the words of a book; we need to be
summoned together as a community, as the People of God. But I don’t know if I really do hear
or if the Church has really become my community. I’m distracted during Mass, and the mad
dash out the door with our screaming child means that I never stay for communal coffee and
doughnuts afterward, to get to know people, to talk. In point of fact, I spend two hours a day
driving to and from work, which has made it easy to have little loyalty to the place where I work
and the place where I reside. Like most Americans, I love my family and work hard at my job,
but beyond that I’m an individualist with weak communal ties. I’m always thinking about joining
a parish group or a parish ministry but always decide I’m too busy and put it off to another time.
The prophet imagines a restored community where all hear the Scriptures together and are
transformed by them. The Church’s liturgical year resonates with Isaiah’s vision. But as yet, I
don’t.Monday of the Second Week in Advent(Is 35:1-10; Lk 5:17-26)Today in the Gospel, Jesus
heals a paralytic and forgives his sins, fulfilling the prophecy found in Isaiah that the day would
come when “the lame” would “leap like a stag” (Is 35:6). In return, the Pharisees accuse Jesus
of blasphemy.I often think about the Pharisees and ruminate on their rejection of Jesus. I find it
difficult to dismiss them out of hand, perhaps because I am myself a scholar by trade; I teach
at a small public teachers college. The Pharisees were the great scholars of their time and
place. Shortly after the composition of the New Testament, the next generations of Pharisees
wrote the Talmud, both one of the masterpieces of world religion and a virtuoso work of literary
interpretation. Who knew the prophecies of Isaiah better than they did? Who was more capable
of interpreting them? Who dreamed more intensely of their fulfillment? They had knowledge,
devotion, zeal. How could they have missed the mark?I wonder whether the sad truth—about
both the Pharisees and us—is that we don’t really want our hopes fulfilled. When God actually
fulfills his word, our world changes. If miracles do happen, there is nothing in this world that
can be taken for granted. When Jesus heals physical deformity, he is showing that we’re
encountering the one originally responsible for the type, the form, the shape of humanity, that
we’re getting in touch with ultimate things. This is exhilarating—but it’s also terrifying. The



Israelites begged Moses to stop God from speaking directly to them (see Ex 20:18-19). If God
can take the form of a person, he is getting dangerously close to me and can ask questions I
would rather not answer and make demands I would rather avoid.For the last six years, I have
tried to live my Catholic Faith very openly as a professor at a public college where (as at other
public colleges) faith itself is often under assault. But I can’t teach every student, and although
my faith informs my teaching, there are legal limitations to what I can explicitly say in front of
the classroom. I have been a guest speaker for campus ministries, both Catholic and
Protestant. I know how important campus ministries are, especially at secular universities; I
converted to Catholicism during college and did my graduate work at a major public institution.
But I long prayed for an opportunity to share my faith on a wider scale, in some form the whole
campus could not possibly miss, although I couldn’t imagine what form that would take.This
March, I received an e-mail informing me that my college was going to require all incoming
freshmen to read an anthology of essays called This I Believe, in which famous people discuss
their personal beliefs—which are almost uniformly irreligious. All freshmen would then be
required to write “belief statements” in their Introduction to College class. To introduce the
students to the campus and to provide them with model essays, the university would open the
fall semester with an evening pep rally of sorts in which a group of select faculty would read
their own belief statements to all incoming freshmen. Volunteers were needed.I didn’t even
consider it. I had a small child and wanted to be home in the evenings. I had colleagues who
put up with my private professions of faith but would consider a public profession to be an act
of aggression, even a violation of the separation of church and state. I didn’t care greatly about
their opinions but knew that if they got too angry, they could make it difficult for me to do my job
—and profess my faith at the university—in the future. In short, if I volunteered, my life would
get more complicated, and I didn’t have the time. The opportunity I had long been praying for
had presented itself, and I just deleted the e-mail and went back to grading a stack of papers.A
few days later, a fellow Catholic forwarded the e-mail to me, assuming I hadn’t gotten it. He
wrote, “Someone needs to do this. We can’t have a ‘belief night’ without anyone professing the
Faith. I’m new at the college. Too risky for me. It’s got to be you.” Still seeking an escape, I
drove home to our cozy little English cottage and asked my wife. “There’s no way I can do this,
right?” I said. “You need my help taking care of our daughter.” Unfortunately, Emily has a very
strong sense of duty. It’s one of her defining traits. It’s one of the first things I noticed about her:
petite, brunette, quick-witted, duty bound. (Once we began dating, I quickly nicknamed her Pia
Emilia [Emily bound by duty], and the nickname still fits.) She said, “You need to go. It’s a divine
appointment. I’ve got things covered at home.”So, after listening to other faculty talk about how
they believed in women’s rights, or free speech, or not being a jerk, I stood in front of a
massive auditorium full of eighteen-year-olds, wearing one of my two sport coats, and
proclaimed, “I’m a Catholic.” I then went on to explain why I believe in the universal Church and
why the world needs the Church. I had fulfilled a dream I had long had of giving witness to my
faith—entirely against my will. We think we want life and wholeness. But when Jesus tries to
give them to us, we often try to talk our way out of it.Thursday of the Third Week in Advent (Is
54:1-10)I am beginning to understand that in trying to learn to think with the liturgy, I am also
trying to learn the shape of the world. If in the Incarnation God really became man, then
Advent marks the reestablishment, the refounding, of the world. A fallen, chaotic, and often
seemingly purposeless world will no longer be left to function on its own terms. Jesus, as Paul
teaches, is the new Adam, and the Holy Spirit is again hovering over the face of the waters.
The world is being remade, and given new form, its proper and true form, as willed by the
Creator.Today Isaiah foretells the spiritual restoration for which at our deepest levels we long,



though we sometimes foolishly resist it. A great poet, he depicts the scene visually and orally:
the barren woman, past all hope, discovers she has suddenly become abundantly, prolifically
fertile and can’t keep from singing out her joy (Is 54:1). But how disconnected and severed
we’ve become from this particular metaphor! We live in a culture that actually worships
barrenness; childlessness is promoted as an ecologically responsible, financially wise, and
generally ethically superior lifestyle choice. To us, fertility isn’t a restoration, and barrenness
isn’t a tragedy. Contrast Isaiah with the conclusion of one of the most quoted poems of the
second half of the twentieth century (“This Be the Verse” by the English poet Philip Larkin):Man
hands on misery to manIt deepens like a coastal shelfGet out as early as you canAnd don’t
have any kids yourself.I understand the modern embrace of barrenness—you can control and
plan a sterile world better. The fewer people, the fewer variables. Even on an individual level, a
married couple without kids can more easily plan and apportion resources and set a course for
life—whereas one never really knows what a kid will do or require next. “Planned Parenthood”
is a euphemism for abortion, and perhaps rightly so, since if there is one thing that can’t be
planned, it’s parenthood; the only way to set the course of a child’s existence definitively is to
prevent him from coming into the world at all.I am a child of my culture and am as skittish
about fertility as anyone. Like most members of the so-called Generation X, I am the product of
divorce. My father left my mother for a mistress (a coworker from the same automotive factory,
a true Detroit story) when I was a teenager, and our family was not exactly a set of Precious
Moments figurines before that. I’m all too acutely aware of everything that can go wrong with
home and family. So I was nearing thirty by the time I entered the state of marriage. (My wife
confesses that she had begun to despair of ever getting a proposal from me. When I finished
proposing, she embraced me tightly, stretched her head up to my shoulder, and whispered in
my ear, “Well, it’s about time.”) Even then, Emily and I delayed having children for nine years, in
part so we could complete graduate school and get our careers established, in part because
we were simply afraid. This is a typical story, and my wife and I are different from the secular
world around us only in that we used Natural Family Planning to achieve these ends.Put it all
together, and I was almost thirty-eight by the time I became a father. Even then, I wasn’t
brimming over with parental emotion. I participated in the conception and rearing of offspring
only as a matter of dogma—a remarkably unsentimental and possibly unnatural statement, I
know, but no exaggeration. In Heretics, G. K. Chesterton observed that in the modern age, an
age when “everything will be denied”, everything—even things that should be by nature visible
and obvious—must “become a creed”. The generative nature of marriage can serve as a good
example.Here’s how I came to have a child: I believe in the infallibility of the Church as both
sound deduction and sound doctrine. I believe in my own fallibility as a clear conclusion from
empirical evidence. If my instincts and emotions conflict with Church teaching, I know that the
smart money is on the Church. So I trusted that the Church, which says that Christian love is
by definition fertile and productive and requires openness to children as a condition for a valid
marriage, understood more about love than I did. We listened to the Church and had a child.
Everything will become a creed. (Still, there are limits to our virtue and fecundity. We currently
have no plans for a second child.)By the time my wife and I had our daughter, everyone we
knew had already assumed that we had deliberately opted against children. When I announced
that Emily was pregnant, my public college professor colleagues did not, like the woman in
Isaiah, break into song. In fact, upon hearing the news, one professor jumped up from my
spare office chair, quietly closed the door, leaned forward until our faces were almost touching,
and dramatically whispered, “Was it planned? Are you happy about it?”I write in Ohio from a
hotel with a splendid view of the airport parking lot. I am traveling to see my family in Michigan



for Christmas; this is the first holiday season of which our daughter will be consciously aware.
Beatrice is a force of nature who obviously had to exist; if I needed the Church to tell me to
procreate, this fact reflects as favorably on the Church’s wisdom as it does poorly on my own.
Beatrice constantly upsets my plans—but in a way that challenges the more mistaken parts of
my values and that makes a new world. She is a new voice that must be taken into account
and cannot simply be controlled, predicted, or otherwise stifled. She will speak to anyone, at
the most inappropriate times, offering loud pleasantries to the middle-aged man busy crying
after church in front of the columbarium that contains his mothers ashes. She will do anything
for a laugh, and shouts, “Humbug!” every time someone wishes her, “Merry Christmas!” She
has no idea what the word means, but it always works. The blessings of parenthood are many,
though they cannot be graphed on a chart.And this is exactly how the metaphor in Isaiah
works. The coming of the Kingdom of God is the coming of a new world, one that transforms us
and changes our expectations. This is precisely why many resisted it then—Herod, for one,
preferred that parenthood be precisely planned, so as to fit perfectly into the existing political
and economic structures—and why many (and even some unredeemed part of myself) still
resist it now.December 22 (Weekdays of Advent fromDecember 17 to 24) (1 Sam 1:24-28;1
Sam 2:1, 4-5, 6-7, 8abcd)The first chapter of Samuel tells the story of Hannah, a woman who
has grieved throughout her married life over her inability to bear a child (1 Sam 1:5-7). In
desperation, she goes to the house of the Lord at Shiloh to implore God for a son and prays
with such raw and unfiltered emotion that the priest mistakenly thinks she is drunk (14). She
promises God that if he gives her a son, she will return the gift to him, dedicating the child to
God’s service all his days. God grants her prayer; she bears a son, Samuel (19-20).In today’s
first reading (1 Sam 1:24-28), Hannah fulfills her vow. She leaves the young Samuel at the
temple, giving him over forever to its service; the priest Eli will raise him from now on. I can
follow the logic behind Hannah’s action. Our children are not just physical bodies, reflections of
their parents’ DNA; they are utterly individual immortal souls. As immortal souls, they are not
merely products of their parents’ will or desire; they are gifts from God (11). Since we did not
simply make our children, we do not have absolute rights over them. We cannot keep them
forever as our own.I get the logic. I’m willing to grant that God created my child, not I.
Especially since Beatrice learned to talk, it has been easy for me to imagine that my role in
producing her was incidental. She continually comes out with statements I never would have
made, displaying even at the age of one and a half an absurdist humor all her own. Lying on
her black wooden changing table and staring at an extreme close-up of a cow’s face framed on
the wall above, she explains that a cow, not a bunny, “goes hop, hop, hop”. Then she giggles
uncontrollably. With variations such as “Bunny goes tweet” and “Birdie goes moo”, this can
continue for hours. She is clearly other than me, and I can’t claim to follow her thoughts. She is
an immortal soul. She is not simply the product of my DNA. I am the occasion of her existence,
not the cause.As I said, I get the logic—but I can’t fathom how Hannah did it, how she
summoned up the courage to perform this act of surrender. I did not implore God for a child as
she did, but now that I have a daughter of my own, I cannot imagine giving her up, forsaking all
parental rights and duties. I understand now, as I never have before, why parents set extensive
rules for their children and micromanage their academics and extracurricular activities. It’s
terrifying to realize that in the end you can do little to determine your child’s destiny in life;
despite your best efforts, you can help only so much. Any prop that produces an illusory sense
of control and allows you to fend off this fear is welcome.
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Douglas Brouwer, “Recommended. I came across Chene Heady's book while doing research
on the liturgical calendar and was delighted to find it. I read it in a single sitting, not because it's
a summer beach book (although I suppose it could be read the beach too), but because it's the
story of a faithful, Catholic man living his life in dialogue with the biblical story and in rhythm
with the liturgical calendar. Heady writes as you might expect a professor of English to write,
and I happen to like that. It's clear, accessible, and (at times) moving. I found the book while
looking for a scholarly treatment of the subject and found instead a deeply personal story
which engaged me. Thank you!”

O. Merce Brown, “Unique Perspective from Accomplished Author and Average Catholic Man,
Great Read!. ****I really loved the idea of this book...ordering one's life by the liturgical year. I
enjoyed the authenticity and transparency of reading about the author's life and how he moved
closer to making his faith a central part of his life. I think I expected him to be more "Catholic" in
his celebrations and sharing; however, after reading all that he wrote I think that this was the
charm of the book--the author was REAL. This is what it would be like for the average (albeit
intelligent, professional, highly-educated, and articulate) Catholic man to move his life from
right where it is to a place closer to celebrating the feasts and celebrations with the Roman
Catholic Church's liturgical calendar. The author writes well about his journey--he is a terrific
writer, and would give this book five stars on writing style.I think that my review is a bit biased
in that I am a revert to Catholicism and very enthusiastic about my faith--I might have expected
more from this book--but that wasn't the purpose of the book at all. This book is not about
someone who joins an order or jumps into his faith headlong and wildly, but who carefully
grafts integrates a different sense, a stronger sense of faith into his life. I don't think that there
is another book like it and especially enjoyed the author's perspective, writing from the
readings for each day and how they influenced and related to his day.Recommended.****”

Marlo, “Transformative. Viscerally honest, vulnerable and courageous, the author leads the
reader by example on a journey amidst the mundane into a discovery faith, hope, and
meaning.”



Gema R. Fain, “Five Stars. I love the author! This is our book of the month at our church.”

Leslie L, “Humor and Theology - a great mix. I laughed out loud at some passages, and
contemplated Chene Heady's conclusions in others. A very thought-provoking book. Well done,
and worth the read.”

Barb, “very good read. excellent book that weaves personal story into a liturgical year and
reflecting on it, the writing, as one would expect from a professor of literature, is excellent,
entertaining and very readable.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Five Stars. I am still reading this book and find it helpful”

Sarah Reinhard, “A great read for anyone who wants a deeper dive into Catholic living, written
by a normal Catholic guy.. Heady’s a convert to Catholicism who decided to take a different
approach to the year. Beginning in Advent, he wrote reflections every day of the year based on
the daily Mass readings.“I am not the hero of this book,” he writs in the introduction, “the
liturgical year is, and I am its often-bumbling sidekick. If my experience and reflections are of
any value, it will be due more often to my faults than to my virtues.”Thus begins a 220-page
journey that feels a bit voyeuristic and a lot humbling.Heady manages to remain entertaining
while slipping in education and wisdom. He traverses through the year the way many of us do,
one day at a time and realizing later what impact a past experience had.The book’s arranged
into eight sections, based on the seasons of the liturgical year. It begins with Advent and
continues through the year. There aren’t 365 entries; Heady combined and eliminated some for
publication.I found myself dog-earing and marking passages, feeling as much like a student
sitting at the feet of a mentor. Heady’s entries are short, averaging a couple of pages max each
day, though typically shorter. His path through the year is as scrambled and direct-in-hindsight
as my own life often seems.That all combines to make this a book that’s easily dipped into and
refreshing to read. Instead of feeling like a weight of expectation, it offers insight and lessons
for those of us who struggle in the trenches of Catholic life.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Great reflection on trying to live a more liturgical life. I am enjoying this
book immensely. I have not finished it, as the author has broken it into reflections at certain
points in the year, and I'm trying to 'read along'. As someone who has been trying to be living a
more liturgical lifestyle, I am finding this to be a great inspiration.”

The book by N�‚rN�QÛ has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 20 people have provided feedback.
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