
8. Julian’s Delight
Heaven (authenticity) is not a solemn affair, but a party, full of gladness and glory, and 
even now we can begin to enter into its happiness.1 

The above quotation (not including my metaphorical translation of the word 
“heaven”) is the concluding sentence of Grace Jantzen’s book on Julian of Norwich.  
Julian of Norwich was a 14th century English anchorite who achieved in her solitary cell 
a lucidity about life and about the Christian heritage that remains a source of clarity for 
all time.  Jantzen, who died in 2005, was one of the most interesting and important 
Christian theologians of this century.  The combination of the spirit of these two 
women in this remarkable book offered me one of the most encouraging and life-
changing study experiences in recent years.

Both Julian and Jantzen are clear about the depth of human estrangement, yet they 
both emphasize our essential goodness and the good news of our forgiveness and 
healing—that is, our restoration to our authenticity, a state which they view as a “party, 
full of gladness and glory,” a happiness that can begin  now.

Both are also clear that the Final Reality, referred to with the word “God,” is a 
disturbingly mysterious and overwhelming power that is, nevertheless, nothing other 
than love for us.   They see that a commitment to such complete realism is the key to 
our happiness, however puzzling, frightening, or challenging such a journey can be.  
Julian initiated this core phrasing of the Christian faith: “God (Final Reality) does all 
things well.”   God has done all things well, is doing all things well, and will do all things 
well.

Julian is clear that this Final Reality is both far and near.  Final Reality (“God,” if Final 
Reality is indeed your core devotion) is far in the sense that Final Reality is a Mystery 
that never goes away, however much we learn about it.  The future is always a 
surprise. The past is always unfathomable. The current moment is always a fullness 
beyond the mind’s comprehension. 

Yet, this Mysterious Otherness also confronts us in a daily and personal way.   God is 
near, never absent in each event of our lives.  That God is far beyond our 
comprehension does not mean God (Reality) is “far” in the sense of being only an 
ancient Maker of the machinery of the cosmos, who has now retired, handing the 
cosmos over to its laws.  Rather, every event that happens to us contains the presence 
of this Final Reality. No small or large thing comes to pass in our lives that is not Final 
Reality doing all things well.  Julian and Jantzen probe the stories of Jesus as revelations 
of the heart of God.  What such revelation shows us is this: Love is present in all the 
other showings that have been shown, are being shown, or will ever be shown to us in 
the events of our real lives.

Though much has been shown, Julian was also clear that the Final Otherness is not 
showing us everything.  Since Final Reality is doing all things well, we trust that it is 
good for us that we have not been shown everything.  What we have been shown is 
enough for us at this moment in our journey.  Not knowing everything is a positive 
gift, for we do not yet need to know it.   Our not-knowing is just as much “God doing 
all things well” as when more wisdom is being given.  Indeed, we can take delight now 
in what we know and in what we don’t know.  Wisdom is good.  Curiosity is good.  
Not understanding fully is also good.  Striving to know more fully is good as well.  
Julian’s life and writings provide us with an example of what it looks like to do ongoing 
theologizing, a thinking that makes ever more clear each piece of Christian heritage, 
each event of our lives, and each opportunity to hold further clarification within our 
God-given, but limited minds.

1 Jantzen, Grace; Julian of Norwich  (Paulist Press; New York: 1987) page 218
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We can notice that each of us is a profound enigma—a dynamic that is as mysterious 
as the Final Mysterious Otherness as a whole.  In our experience of the mysteriousness 
of our own selves, we are experiencing a closeness with that Final Mysteriousness with 
which we are inescapably related.  Indeed, that very relatedness can be said to be our 
true self. 

So while that Final Mysteriousness remains far away and absolutely Other than our 
Earthly space/time talking, walking, thinking, choosing being.  Yet all of this talking is a 
talk with God.  All of this walking is a walk with God.  All of this thinking is seeking the 
thoughts of God.  All of this choosing is choosing a life with God, or not.  This is the 
ultimate choice, to trust or not trust Final Reality.  It is this trust that gives Final Reality 
the name “God.”  This trust became activated in Jesus, and it can be so activated within 
us through our “following” of Jesus. 

Though this positive vision captured Julian’s first attention, she was not naive about 
the tragedy of human life—that we are all sick from our persistent  distancing of 
ourselves from Reality and from the realistic living of our lives.  Through our own 
doing we are living astray in unrealistic behaviors: we are despairing and trapped in 
horrifically inappropriate doings we might like to take back, but can’t.

The further we journey into the nearness of God and God’s healing attention to our 
estranged lives, the more our sickness of delusory behaviors floods our awareness.  
Indeed, we can be sure that “sin” (in its many strange and subtle forms) will continue to 
appear.  It is at this point that Julian reaches her core helpfulness as an advisor to each 
of us with regard to our spirit  journey. 

Four Practical Lessons
Following are four practical lessons summarized for us by Jantzen in the last chapter 

of her book on Julian of Norwich:

1.  Rather than despairing over your despair, focus on your healing.

It does no good to be morose over your failures to live your authentic life.  When 
you discover yourself, once again, behaving badly and sinking into despair, do not 
despair over your despair.  This is a bottomless pit.  Be contrite, yes, contrition with 
regard to your sin is the right step, but contrition is not a morose descent into your 
filth, but a joyous opportunity to move beyond despair.  To despair over finding 
yourself in despair is digging a deeper hole into an already unendurable life.  When 
awakening to our sin and its despair-laden consequences, Julian counsels us to view this 
as a happy event, an opportunity for the contrition journey to begin, or to begin again.   
Focus on the process of healing, not on the grimness of the disease of despair.

A quote from Julian:  “And so all shame will be turned into honour and joy.  For our 
courteous Lord does not want his servants to despair because they fall often and grievously; for 
our falling does not hinder him in loving us.”  page 205

2. Don’t project upon God your feelings of self loathing. 

The wrath you feel toward your sin is real enough, but such disgust and anger over 
yourself is something you are doing to yourself; it is your life agonizing over itself.  
This self-loathing is not the doing of God.   God is doing nothing but Love for you.  God 
is doing all things well.  God is operating to heal you, not condemn you.  This counsel is 
not to be understood as sentimentality.  Of course it is true that when we flee Reality, 
Reality comes after us and chases us down.  And being caught up with by Reality may 
feel like hell.  But this so-called “wrath of God” is a consequence of our flight from 
Reality.  Reality is simply active in restoring us to Reality.  We can understand such 
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“being caught” moments as the love of Reality for us.  When we surrender to Reality 
(and to Reality’s doings) and thus begin walking in a realistic direction, Reality sees us 
coming (using the old  metaphorical language) and Reality welcomes us home with 
open arms and prepares for us a feast in the joys of realism.  We are accepted in spite of 
our unacceptability.  We are sinners who are, nevertheless, welcomed home.

A quote from Julian:  “God is closer to us than our own soul, for he is the foundation on which 
our soul stands . . . For our soul sits in God in true rest, and our soul stands in God in sure 
strength, and our soul is naturally rooted in God in endless love. And therefore if we want to 
have knowledge of our soul, and communion and discourse with it, we must seek in our Lord 
God in whom it is enclosed.”  page 209

3. Focus on God (Reality as healer) not on our feelings of misery.

Sometimes it seems as if life is all darkness with no light at the end of the tunnel.  It can 
seem that misery extends forever into a hopeless future.  Julian’s counsel is simple: 
don’t focus on the misery, but on God (Reality, the trustworthy healer).  Trust is always 
the right response.

A quote from Jantzen:  “This has nothing to do with repression.  It is rather fixing our minds 
and training our emotions to focus on what is true and real, namely the love of God and our own 
worth in God’s sight, rather than hold to fixed ideas or false notions of God’s wrath and our 
worthlessness.”  page 215

4.  Keep in mind that authentic life is not a somber affair, but a party.

We all have suffering of a physical and psychological sort.  On average, real life is about 
half rest and pleasure, with the other half stress or pain. But we add more pain with our 
foolish attempts to render life something that it is not.  When we live the vision that 
Final Reality is doing all things well, life is a party.  When we surrender to the life we 
actually have with all its limitations and possibilities, life is a party.  Life can be a strange 
joy in both  its ups and downs.  This party may  happen on the occasion of a birth or a 
death—of a surprisingly rewarding day, or of a surprisingly grim day.  But in the deep 
place where despair and trust struggle with each other, life is a party.  And this party 
never ends; it just has variety.

A quote from Jantzen:  “For all of Julian’s realism about human sin and suffering, she lends 
no support at all to the idea that it is somehow more spiritual to be in pain and distress, physical 
or mental, than to live in joy and enthusiasm.  Of course, it is better to own up to inner pain 
than to pretend it is not there and live in a superficial or dishonest cheerfulness, but as the 
wounds are opened to the healing of God, we are gradually enabled to let go of the pain and 
depression which they caused, and enter into a life of gladness and delight . . .  .”  page 216

Julian and Jantzen encourage us to trust that realistic living, in spite of all its ups and 
downs, is the best case scenario for our lives.  The restoration to realism is indeed very 
good news, a rescue from despair over the ups and downs of life.  No matter how we 
are tempted by the misery of some of our downs, the healing of our despair is the real 
issue.  This is the party that can take place at any moment of living.  This is the 
tranquility that can exist among all the huge waves of the realistic sea of living. We can 
join the party.  And we can join now.
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