
“I'm going to write a book someday and the title will be I'm an Ass, You're 

an Ass. That's the most liberating, wonderful thing in the world, when you 

openly admit you're an ass. It's wonderful. When people tell me, ‘You're 

wrong!’, I say, ‘What can you expect of an ass?’” 

 

These are not my words but those of an amazing Indian Jesuit priest and 

psychotherapist, Anthony de Mello. Whenever I remember to reach for his 

books to see what he has to say, I know that de Mello’s rich mine of 

theological thinking will always help me deeply in my own. After his death 

in 1987, the Roman Catholic Church, led by Cardinal Ratzinger, decided 

that some of his work might lead people along heretical paths so Catholics 

would do well to avoid all of it, just in case. A couple of white American 

presenters currently host an online Catholic radio station. In response to a 

caller’s concern about their parish curate quoting him in a sermon, and 

without any precise reasoning, the presenters also cautioned their listeners 

to steer clear of de Mello’s writings. A short on-line biography tells me that 

de Mello started out as a catholic Christian with rather conservative views. 

It was as a result of the time he spent in Spain studying philosophy that he 

broadened his horizons. That makes me like him even more than I already 

did. Throughout today’s sermon, I will be quoting from his seminal book 

entitled ‘Awareness’. 
 

‘Awareness’ encourages us to understand those negative personal habits, 

many of which we will have inherited, that frustrate our God-given abilities 

to love and be loved. As de Mello puts it: 
 



‘There is only one cause of unhappiness: the false beliefs you have in your 

head, beliefs so widespread, so commonly held, that it never occurs to you 

to question them.’ 
 

Awareness also calls us to shake off the sinful shackles of false illusions 

that society places on our hearts, minds and souls. Again, de Mello says: 
 

‘Happiness is our natural state. Happiness is the natural state of little 

children, to whom the kingdom belongs until they have been polluted and 

contaminated by the stupidity of society and culture.’ 
 

de Mello gives many different examples, including 
 

- the perception that we have to please others to be liked by them, one 

that seems to shape much of current global politics. 

- giving in to a strong desire to be needed by others that actually makes 

us needy of their need. 

- bearing a grudge or nursing guilt and shame that can perversely 

become familiar comfort blankets. 
-  

- These last three months have left us feeling emotionally and spiritually 

exhausted and there is a strong temptation to pull the duvet over our heads 

and roll over, especially when we come face to face with things that feel 

they are absolutely beyond our control such as the Covid pandemic and 

the climate emergency that has the dreadful, catastrophic potential to end 

sealife globally in 25 years time. In his typically polite, kind way, de Mello 

points out that these are learned human traits that prevent us from waking 

up and becoming the loved and loving person that God has created us to 

be. 

 



Our poor old patron saint could have done with reading Tony de Mello’s 

‘Awareness’ couldn’t he? Today’s verses from Romans 7 sees Paul in 

quite an emotional and spiritual pickle. He knows he wants to change 

those habits that he finds distasteful but, because he doesn’t understand 

where they come from, he believes he has no power to let them go. He 

cannot appreciate ‘The butterfly in a caterpillar, the eagle in an egg, or the 

saint in a selfish human being.’ 

I think Paul would have done well to fllow de Mello’s lead, to replace the 

word ‘understand’ with ‘accept’. ‘I do not accept my own actions’ – 

acceptance could lead him towards a better understanding and the change 

he deeply desired. 
 

de Mello is at pains to stress that it is through looking in the mirror and 

accepting, loving the person we currently are, warts and all, we can begin 

to discover our inner butterfly, eagle and saint waiting to be born, doing so 

from the bottom up rather than trying to beat our failings into submission 

from the top down: 
 

‘I was neurotic for years. I was anxious and depressed and selfish. 

Everyone kept telling me to change. I resented them and I agreed with 

them, and I wanted to change, but simply couldn't, no matter how hard I 

tried. Then one day someone said to me, ‘Don't change. I love you just as 

you are.’ Those words were music to my ears: ‘Don't change, Don't 

change. Don't change . . . I love you as you are.’ I relaxed. I came alive. 

And suddenly I changed!’ 
 

 

 



‘Understanding’ in this context of acceptance can release the rusty, 

jammed-on brakes of our rigid, often unquestioned, inherited points of 

view. Then our childlike, natural Spirit-led ability for humility will help us 

adopt different attitudes to find freedom for ourselves and our 

dispossessed neighbours: 
 

- Freedom from unconscious bias or racial prejudice  

- Freedom from unthinking, assuming misuse of privilege and power, that 

we can do what we want and go where we wish without consequence 

- Freedom from addictions 

- Freedom from the reactions we have to this present trauma caused by 

the Covid-19 pandemic – naming the 

heroic/sweaty/community/needing-to-be-needed phase we have gone 

through as well as letting go of the phase many of us now find 

ourselves in, that of disillusionment/personalizing/the blame-game that 

expresses of our deeply felt vocational wounding.  
 

In today’s Gospel reading, St Matthew makes significant column-inch 

space for Jesus’ sardonic criticism of the Jewish Temple authorities. Their 

own religious trauma has led them to double-think (John was demonized 

for his strict abstinence while Jesus was damned for his alleged 

indulgence with tax collectors and sinners.) We find a beautiful root of 

Anthony de Mello’s freedom theology in the final verses: 
 

‘Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I 

will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am 

gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my 

yoke is easy, and my burden is light.’ 
 



I know how easy it is to lose sight of just how radical Jesus’ teachings 

were, how what he did and said fulfilled his pregnant mother’s prophetic 

predictions that the mighty would be put down from their thrones, that the 

humble and meek would be lifted up, that the hungry would be filled and 

the rich sent away empty. Anthony de Mello’s polite, kind theology is a 

really helpful place to reconnect with that radical Christianity. Perhaps it is 

the clamour for a return to ‘normality’ that is leading our political leaders to 

continue a pleasing easing of lockdown rules. I hope we and the whole 

Church throughout the world will be energized to continue Christ’s loving, 

liberating work for the benefit of everything in this wonderful creation. 

I finish with Anthony de Mello’s own kind of blessing: 
 

 ‘May the peace of God disturb you always.’ Amen 
	


