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As the calendar changed from 2004 to 2005, we had an overwhelming reminder of just 
how precarious life on this planet can be.  The tsunami that resulted from a powerful 
earthquake beneath the Indian Ocean introduced many of us to a force and power we had 
never before seen.  Even with the ability of the world-wide media to bring us images and 
descriptions, it is impossible for most of us to grasp the horror a wall of water rising out 
of a calm ocean without warning, unstoppable and perhaps, inescapable.  Even more 
unimaginable is the reality that in a matter of seconds this wave separated children from 
parents, brothers from sisters, husbands from wives, families from homes, and entire 
communities from their livelihoods. 
 
While the tsunami that crashed into South Asia and Africa was the most dramatic 
reminder of how little control we actually have over the world, there is really no shortage 
of experiences reminding us of the futility of our efforts to exert dominance and power 
over life and reality.  Floridians were traumatized as one hurricane after another defied 
odds and predictions to strike in the same general vicinity.  As I write this, rain in 
California threatens to wash away hillsides we have pretended to tame for our use.  Iran 
has suffered yet another earthquake.  The stories of these natural disasters continue to be 
accompanied by the monotonous litany of car and suicide bombings, pre-emptive military 
offensives that wreak havoc on families, neighborhoods, and subsistence economies, civil 
wars that use genocidal famines as weapons, increasingly violent warfare on the streets of 
most cities, and growing epidemics of controllable if not curable diseases across the 
globe.  For many of us, threats to our existence, stability, and well-being come from 
within us in the form of diseases, compulsions, addictions, and over-learned styles of 
relationship that have long ago stopped protecting us from danger only to be the very 
source of our insecurity.  
 
To name reality without pretence or illusion demands that we know and see how small, 
insignificant and powerless we are in the face of forces that we have barely begun to 
understand, that still defy our efforts at prediction, and simply laugh at our hopes to 
control them.  Before you suggest that I consult with one of our Southdown psychiatrists 
for medication, please hear me out! 
 
There are, I think, three different ways that we can respond to this reality.  Each one calls 
us to recognize and respond to our experience in different ways.  The first of these is 
good old denial arising from the luxury of watching it all on TV, rather than actually 
being in the way of the wave, the wind, the rain, or the line of fire.  Regardless of what 
expressions of shock and concern may arise from us, we may find ourselves comforted 
by the belief that it’s not happening to me and so it just doesn’t matter.  The capacity of 
human beings to engage in denial is quite infinite and it remains the king of all defense 
mechanisms.  It’s only draw back is that no growth, no change, no insight, no wisdom 
can result from a state of denial.  It is a house built on sand that crumbles when the winds 
finally blow and the waves decide to crash on it. 
 



The second possible response is to understand the universe as a dangerous, threatening, 
unfriendly, and hostile place.  On the surface of things this appears to be quite sensible as 
it accurately recognizes the potential for our destruction at any moment from any 
direction.  Recognizing the danger inherent in the natural and interpersonal environment 
makes any kind of trust seriously ill-advised.   Inevitably arising from this mistrust and 
suspicion will come behaviors primarily motivated by our need to protect and defend 
ourselves from both real and imagined danger.  Even if we understand the limits and 
futility of these efforts to protect ourselves, the omnipresent danger drives us to marshal 
whatever resources we can find to minimize the possibility of our destruction.   
 
Human beings seem to be genetically programmed to respond to their awareness of 
imminent and overwhelming danger either by standing to fight against or by fleeing from 
it with all the energy we can find.  Even when we choose to flee, we do not lose our 
desire to fight as our retreats from danger lead us to increasing isolation behind borders, 
fences, walls, or protected enclaves.  From the illusory security of these isolated citadels, 
we plot how we can be powerful so as to avoid the reality of our powerlessness.  When 
our isolation is threatened and we have no further places to flee or hide, we are left with 
no recourse than to become ourselves more dangerous than the danger posed.  So, when 
we understand our world as dangerous, we are left with no other choice than to add to the 
danger with our own violence. 
 
The third way of understanding our experience will seem utter folly when viewed against 
the compelling case for seeing danger all around us, but folly often opens the door to the 
genuinely sacred.  What if, instead of either naively friendly or brutally dangerous, we 
could appreciate the world we inhabit as…fragile?  Rather than fighting or fleeing, 
fragility calls us to “handle with care,” the same care with which we would handle our 
most precious and valued possessions.  To see the world as fragile is not the same as 
denying the possibly of danger, as fragility is far from a secure and comfortable state.  
Note how much anxiety can be evoked in us when we find ourselves in the presence of 
real fragility.  Power becomes meaningless in the face of something so fragile that the 
slightest breeze can cause it to topple.  The roughest, strongest, most intimidating 
personalities can be reduced to paralyzing caution when encountering real fragility.  It is 
relatively typical to treat strong and aggressive forces with strength, power, and even 
cruelty.  It is genuinely pathological to treat fragile, vulnerable, and easily damaged 
beings with force. 
 
So what kinds of behavior might arise from us if we appreciated the world as fragile 
rather than dangerous?  Rather than gathering our resources in the service of controlling 
and dominating our experience into submission, we might be more likely to approach our 
experience with gentle curiosity, fully expecting that we might be overwhelmed, 
surprised and fascinated beyond our imagining at any moment.  Fragility naturally evokes 
awe and respect, and always gentleness, in place of the fear and suspicion demanded by 
danger.  When understood as a characteristic of fragility rather than danger, 
unpredictability can be lovingly embraced, rather than wrestled and resisted.  Changing 
our way of seeing the world from dangerous to fragile will not stop any hurricanes, 
earthquakes, mudslides or tsunamis from happening, but it may stop us from being 



overwhelmed and surprised by them.  On the other hand, seeing our world as fragile, 
rather than dangerous, may well stop wars and bombings and killings that supposedly are 
meant to bring safety in the midst of danger. 
 
Certainly it is no easy task to adopt an attitude of fragility toward the world we live in.  It 
is counter-intuitive to the instinctive anxiety that inevitably accompanies the everyday 
conflicts and worries of life, without even mentioning the ever present possibility of the 
catastrophic.  It is, however, the attitude of God toward creation that we celebrate in the 
Paschal Mystery: “A bruised reed he shall not break and a smoldering wick he shall not 
quench, until he establishes justice on the earth…” (Isaiah 42: 3-4).     
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