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BELIEVE IT OR NOT, WHEN I WAS YOUNGER,
I enjoyed getting into the surf during my annual summer
holidays at Torquay. I wasn’t a very good surfer: the waves
would carry me, but not very far!
Nevertheless, I can still remember the enormous pleasure of
being surrounded by the natural elements, caught between the
sea and the sky. Even today, I can recall the feeling of freedom
from onshore cares, and the pure simplicity of the single goal of
catching that perfect wave.
When that perfect wave finally comes, surging from below and
lifting you up and carrying you along, and you are able to ride it
perfectly to its conclusion, the experience is more than pleasure;
I think it is something like joy. Even when that wave tosses you
over and under the water, even in the confusion that follows, the
joyfulness remains.
The joy I knew in the surf as a youngster, I have also known in
a thousand other ways in my life, chiefly in serving God and his
people as a priest and bishop. I have known joy in the infants I
have baptised, the children I have confirmed, the couples I have
married, the men I have ordained, the sick I have visited, and
even in the grieving people I have comforted. I have known this
joy in the friendship and life of the Christian community. I have
known it in the celebration of the great feasts of the Christian
year, in Christmas and Easter. And I have known it in my
personal prayer and relationship with God.

Not all of these things have always brought me pleasure; they
haven’t all been easy. Had I been seeking merely pleasure, I
imagine that my life would have been very different. But I do not
think that I would have been able to look back on all my years
with the same sense of fulfilment.
In February this year, Pope Francis tweeted: ‘What zest
life acquires when we allow ourselves to be filled by the love
of God!’ (7 February 2014, via Twitter).
What a wonderful word ‘zest’ is! As you may know,
Pope Francis tweets in about eight different languages.
His tweets are expressed slightly differently in each language.
For instance, in the Pope’s native Spanish, the same tweet
reads: ‘Cuando nos inunda el amor de Dios, la vida adquiere otro
sabor’ (‘When the love of God flows through us, life acquires a
different savour’). ‘Sabor’ is a word direct from the kitchen: when
a dish has ‘zest’, it has life and flavour. God’s love, on the other
hand, is spoken of as something that ‘inundates us’, that floods
over us and flows through us like a wave.
What is the opposite of zest? In Charles Dickens’ story Oliver
Twist, young Oliver lives and works in a poor house where the
boys are ‘issued three meals of thin gruel a day, with an onion
twice a week’. On this diet of bland, soupy porridge, Oliver and
his companions ‘suffered the tortures of slow starvation’. Then
one day Oliver bravely approached the master with a timid
request: ‘Please, Sir, I want some more’.
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It was never our Creator’s intention that our lives should be
like Oliver Twist’s flavourless diet of gruel. God is no miser. He
does not grudgingly give out his blessings, a little here and a
little there. He is merciful, generous and kind. And the love he
shows to us is passionate and deep. Jesus told his disciples: ‘I
have come that those who follow me may have life and have it
abundantly’ (John 10:10).
God’s love is like the sea in which the surfer is swimming. It is
not a small puddle, or even an Olympic-sized swimming pool.
It is an ocean which wraps the entire earth, which contains
every living thing, and which embraces and bears up all within
it. The surfer knows the power of the ocean, just as the one
who is in love with God knows the power of his love. It is not
something that we control, but something that drives us
forward and upward.
God did not create us to spend our lives running from
loneliness and boredom by constantly seeking ever greater
stimulation and pleasure in the midst of uncaring crowds. He
created us for joy! For life with zest! God is offering you the
adventure of being known and loved by the greatest Lover of all,
and of living your life in bringing the joy of his love to others.

‘What zest life acquires when we allow ourselves to be filled by
the love of God!’, Pope Francis tweeted. There is a verse in the
bible that says ‘We love because he first loved us’ (1 John 4:19).
Anyone who has truly encountered God’s love knows that
they cannot hold that love inside them: they are compelled to
express it in words and deeds to those around them.
How do we know God’s love? St John wrote: ‘God’s love for
us was revealed when God sent into the world his only Son,
so that we could have life through Him’ (1 John 4:9). Jesus is
the human face of God’s love. He showed God’s love firstly by
total obedience to God his Father, and secondly by completely
giving himself in the service of human beings—even to the
point of dying on a cross for us. And Jesus’ message for us was
simple: ‘Love one another as I have loved you’ (John 13:34).

‘Even today, I can recall the
feeling of freedom from onshore cares,
and the pure simplicity of the single goal
of catching that perfect wave.’
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As Catholics, we are all very excited about our new pope, Francis.
We see him doing and saying things that surprise us and attract
us to him. But the Pope wants us to see Jesus, not Francis. It is
not the 78-year-old man from Argentina whom we find attractive,
but the love of Jesus and the mercy of God which flows through
him to others. You can be like Francis by being like Jesus!
Evangelisation (that is, sharing the Good News of God’s love
with others) is not a matter of imposing our ideas or beliefs on
others, but showing them the joy of God’s love. When we see
someone enjoying a beautifully presented, full-flavoured meal,
we think ‘I want what they’re having!’ When we see a surfer
riding the perfect wave, we think ‘How wonderful! I wish I could
do that!’ Well, it’s probably too late for me to take up surfing
again, but it is never too late for any of us to take up the love of
God and show the joy of his love to others, so that they may say:
‘I want what they’re having!’
Recently the Church received two new saints, both of whom
had been Pope. The first, Saint John XXIII, lived long before
you were born, but he was my pope when I was about your age.
The second, Saint John Paul II, was pope when you were born,
and perhaps you remember the time when he died in 2005.
He was almost 85 years old when he died, having suffered
from Parkinson’s Disease in his later years.
A year before his death, Saint John Paul told a gathering of
youth: ‘Like you, I also was once 20 years old. I loved sports,
skiing, reciting poetry. I studied and worked. I had hopes and
worries. In those now distant years, at a time when the land of
my birth was wounded by war and then by a totalitarian regime,
I searched for meaning in my life. I found it in the following of
the Lord Jesus.’ He then went on to say: ‘It’s wonderful to be
able to offer oneself until the end for the cause of the Kingdom
of God.’
Dear young people, I invite you to leave the safety of the shore
and step out into the ocean of God’s love, to taste fully of his joy.
Discover what zest life can have when the love of God flows in
you and through you!
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