Reflection—Spirituality of the Precious Blood
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If you had to define your spiritual life, if you had to identify its characteristics as if it were a new species of butterfly, could you do it?  How would you describe your spirituality?  Are you a contemplative, a mystic, a missionary, a preacher, a poet, a doer, a disciple?  What songs and prayers most stir your spiritual imagination?  What path calls to you on your walk of faith?

Spirituality can be difficult to define.  But members of religious congregations strive to put a name to the particular kind of spirituality that they practice.  Jesuits follow the teachings of St. Ignatius of Loyola.  Paulists hope to evangelize in the spirit of St. Paul.  Marianists seek to emulate Mary as a model of discipleship. 

Like them, Missionaries of the Precious Blood – priests, brothers and lay associates, called Companions – are encouraged in their faith formation to look at the world from a certain point of view.
Like most religious congregations, they have a particular spirituality, and that guides them and nurtures them in their many ministries.  Their devotion to the Precious Blood of Jesus is reflected in the prayers and songs of the Community.  But the spirituality of the Precious Blood is more than that.  For those who pursue it, it can become the touchstone, the capstone, the corner stone of their lives.

The founder of the Missionaries of the Precious Blood, St. Gaspar del Bufalo, believed that Precious Blood spirituality is the “basis and essence of all other spiritualities in our life of faith,” said Fr. Joe Nassal, C.PP.S., author and retreat master who traveled around the world last year giving retreats on Precious Blood spirituality.

What then is Precious Blood spirituality and what does it call us to be and do?  The Missionaries themselves have asked this question through the centuries.  It is more than devotional, although praying traditional prayers devoted to the Precious Blood of Jesus remains a vital part of Precious Blood spirituality.  But it is also something more, said Fr. Nassal, who is a member of the Kansas City Province.
“Devotion can be a set of practices, piety and prayers that may or may not have any connection with our lived experiences.  We may grow up with certain devotions that at one time in our lives offered us solace and comfort and a sense of connection with the sacred,” he said.  “But the danger with some devotions is that they can remove us from the here-and-now, the nitty-gritty of daily living.  Spirituality, however, is found in the lived and living experience.  Spirituality is found precisely in the daily grind – how is God present to me today in family, at work, in the person I see on the bus whose eyes are downcast or whose face reveals a deep worry or concern?”

Precious Blood spirituality, as it is understood by the Missionaries who study and pursue it, is powerful and mysterious, impelling and essential, said Fr. Nassal.  It is a spirituality that was forged at the foot of the cross.
“We know that we are redeemed by the blood of Christ, and we seek that redemption and reconciliation wherever we are,” Fr. Nassal said.  “We need to pray together, challenge each other, comfort each other.”

Precious Blood spirituality calls for its people to look beyond their immediate circle, as Jesus did.  St. Gaspar followed the example of Jesus in searching out those who needed him most, those who were outcast, poor and dejected, Fr. Nassal said.  “Gaspar told us, ‘Whenever you can, look after the poor, the sick in hospitals, those in prison.  Go to the margins of society and the margins of our Church.’  And in our Precious Blood spirituality I keep finding this sense of going to the edge, of standing in the gaps.  This is where Gaspar felt at home, and this is where a Missionary of the Precious Blood feels at home.”

Jesus was able to turn the horrific bloodshed of the cross into a doorway of hope for his people.  The moment of his death was a moment of terrible tension.  To be a Missionary of the Precious Blood is to seek out that tension, to look for ways to bring that sense of reconciliation and redemption to a suffering world, Fr. Nassal said.
In that sense of forgiveness and homecoming, he said, the Missionaries are again following the example that Jesus set on the cross.  “Jesus was a victim of human rights abuse.  Yet what does he do when he’s hanging on the cross?  He forgives the convicted felon who stands with him,” Fr. Nassal said.
Precious Blood spirituality, then, calls its people to strive for understanding, to sponsor forgiveness.  “There is not a person alive who hasn’t experienced the cross or suffering in some way,” he said.  “Our vocation as Precious Blood people is to look for that broken part that allows us to get inside someone else’s suffering.  As we look at the world through the lens of Precious Blood spirituality, we ask ourselves, ‘What’s behind the way he’s treating me?  What suffering has he experienced in his life?’”

It’s not always an easy way to live.  It’s a constant challenge that stretches both the imagination and the heart, Fr. Nassal said, “but as we know, there’s no such thing as cheap grace.  The work of reconciliation means being in the mess of life, and that’s never easy.  Our call is always to forgive – but how does that play out in our culture?” 

Being truly committed to the Precious Blood of Jesus often places people outside of society’s norms, he continued.  The way of Christ is never the way of the world.  “Precious Blood people are mavericks.  Our found, St. Gaspar, was a maverick,” he said.  “And the maverick often gets run out of town.  The maverick is always going to be out on the fringe.  Not many of us claim that because who wants to be run out of town?”

Despite the ways of the world, Precious Blood people remain committed to their path.  They cherish three symbols of their unique faith life:  the cup, which offers the healing power of the Blood of Christ; the cross, which represents the suffering that saved us; and the covenant, God’s promise to remain in relationship with us until the end of time.

Precious Blood people feel Christ’s passion.  They are both speechless in front of the cross and able to open their hearts to its message of redemption.  Fr. Nassal remembers a Good Friday service that he spent at a retreat in California.  He was deeply moved when he saw the people of God come forward to venerate the cross – not in tidy rows towards a tiny cross, but en masse towards the front of the church, where a large wooden cross was displayed.

“People streamed up.  They spent as much or as little time as they needed there at the foot of the cross,” he said.  “From a liturgical point of view, it was chaos.”  But to him it was a beautiful expression of the spirituality he has been exploring since he was ordained in 1982.  People were bringing their own weaknesses, their own suffering and their own spirit to the foot of the cross, where they trusted Jesus to guide them back home.  Joined with others in their faith community, they were surrendering their own sense of order to follow the call of God. 

The strength of that vision has stayed with him, he said.  It helps form his ministry as a Missionary of the Precious Blood.  He knew about the power of the Precious Blood from his days of formation for the priesthood, he said.  But he didn’t begin living it until tragedy struck five years later.
“It was only after my brother’s suicide in 1987 that Precious Blood spirituality began to grab hold of my soul and wouldn’t let go,” Fr. Nassal said.  “Less than a month after Ed’s death, I was scheduled to spend six weeks in Rome.  My heart was broken but I went and as we visited all the places associated with St. Gaspar’s life the message of the Precious Blood found a home in my broken heart.  As I often say, it is only when the heart is broken that the meaning and message and power of the cross can get inside.”
Since that time, the Blood of Jesus has motivated him to continue to seek out those who are on the edge and those who need to hear the message that redemption and reconciliation are theirs for the asking.
“As Missionaries of the Precious Blood, we ask ourselves, how many people today will die unloved and unmourned?  Those people are our people.  We look again to the example of our founder, St. Gaspar, because those are the people that he preached to.  He didn’t just preach the word of God, he lived the word of God.  And he also preached conversion to those who needed renewal, to those who needed to be fired up – who thought they had already been saved.”
Precious Blood spirituality, then, is a way to go forward from the foot of the cross to spread the good news of God’s redeeming love to the whole world.  “Each of us looks into the pool of gospel values and we see a reflection of ourselves,” Fr. Nassal said.  “St. Francis of Assisi saw the reflection of Christ in the poor and so devoted his life to living the poverty of Christ.  For Precious Blood people, we look into the pool and see the vision of cross, cup and covenant, of bringing all peoples through reconciliation and renewal near to the blood of Christ.”
