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The Many Tables of Thanksgiving: A Personal View
by Francis Dorff, O. Praem.
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hanksgiving? Isn’t it a bit late to be
talking about Thanksgiving? It surely is
if by thanksgiving we mean Thanksgiving
Day. In that case, when we finish our festive
dinner, Thanksgiving is over until next year.
The more I practice living the faith with
which I have been blessed, however, the
more deeply I realize that everything in my
life is a gift of God and the more deeply I
feel called to live my whole life in thanksgiving, not just one day a year, but all year
round. As I do this, I’m beginning to see that
there are not just one, but actually four
thanksgiving tables in my life as a Christian.
I’m also beginning to see that each of these
tables provides me with a more expansive
view of the world.
The Family Table
My first thanksgiving table is the kitchen
table around which we nurtured one another
as a family of thirteen, not only by eating
together, but also by playing cards, telling
stories, singing songs, solving problems,
reading the paper, and talking heart-to-heart
about life until late into the night. This is the
table at which we never sat down to share a
meal without giving thanks for all that God
was giving us. It was my first thanksgiving
table. It set the tone for all the other tables at
which I have since communed with my Norbertine brothers and sisters and with the family of personal friends with which I have always been blessed.
The Eucharistic Table
My second thanksgiving table is the table of
the Eucharist at which I first communed with
the Body of Christ and the whole believing
community. When I was young I was so
moved by the Presence of the Mystery I experienced at this table that I dedicated my
whole life to serving at it as a Norbertine
priest. Over time, this thanksgiving table has
become a movable feast for me. It has taken
me from the marble Gothic altar of my parish
church to altars in monasteries, colleges, retreat houses, convents, and parish churches
all over the country and the world to celebrate in many different languages the very
same Mystery of communing.
My view from this Eucharistic table still con-

tinues to expand in many directions. It unites me with the
whole family of celebrating,
suffering, scandalized, persecuted, separated, and repenting Christians throughout the
world; with the Risen Christ;
and with my parents, brothers
and sisters all of whom now
share the Thanksgiving table
which this one symbolizes.
The Table of Creation
Since I was a city boy who had to walk four
blocks to see a tree, I owe my discovery of the
thanksgiving table of creation to my Dad’s love
of walking in the woods with me, and to my teenage experience of the Boy Scout fraternity. Once
I discovered this table, however, I never left it. It
lets me celebrate the Eucharist, not with bread
and wine in a church, but with the reality of the
whole created world in Nature. It lets me commune with Nature; the gift of all creation; the
Creator of it all; Saint Francis; the Native American Peoples; the members of all the world’s religions for whom the environment is a Master
spiritual teacher; Thomas Merton; and with all
who consider the earth their mother. For me, the
thanksgiving table of creation is a place of deep
communing that reaches beyond all the tribal,
national, and sectarian concerns that divide us.
My view from this thanksgiving table lets me see
the awesome Mystery of creation unfolding before my eyes as a table that all people share. It
has also let me see more clearly not only how
overlooked, but also how exploited, abused and
mistreated this thanksgiving table actually is,
which has led me to try in any way I can to bring
healing to this table at which we all live, and
move, and have our being.
The Table of My Heart
In recent years I have begun to experience in a
much more intense way how, underlying all three
of these tables is the thanksgiving table of my
heart. Of course, I always knew that this communing table existed. After all, Jesus himself
tells me that he stands at the door and knocks,
and if I open the door, he and his Father will
come in and commune with me at the table of my
heart. But I guess I’ve always thought that this
table was reserved for someone else; for apostles,
(continued on page 4)

A Day in the Life of a Hospital Chaplain
“I could never do what
you do.” On more than
one occasion a well meaning priest has said this to
me when he learned that I
am the chaplain assigned
to full-time ministry at
Presbyterian Hospital.
“That is why you are a pastor,” I say.
“This is my vocation. I am where I want
to be, where God wants me to be.” Although I share the same theological
preparation with my fellow diocesan
priests, I am specially trained for this demanding and highly-satisfying ministry.
My Norbertine Community has supported this call and prepared me well for
the task. I have completed clinical residencies and trainings. My community
has enabled me to be a member of—and
to study at—the ational Center for
Catholic Bioethics. I am the only boardcertified priest/chaplain in the Archdiocese of Santa Fe. This specialized hospital-based training empowers me to work
in intense medical environments with
patients and families often overwhelmed
with grief and suffering. I can provide
sound empathetic counsel on end-of-life
issues from a Roman Catholic faith perspective, and consult as a member of the
hospital’s ethics committee. Mainly, I
help people by being a prayerful presence
during difficult times.
But just what do I do all day? Well, it
often begins with a page sometime during
the night when I am on-call for all the
hospitals in the city. Such a page is never
a good thing. Someone is dying, and I go
to provide compassion and the sacraments commonly known as the “Last
Rites.” At Presbyterian Hospital, I check
with the inter-religious chaplains on staff
for any referrals. They often receive requests from Catholic patients for a priest
visit. I have done everything from baptize
babies to investigate a case of demonic
possession. But the sacraments most in
demand are anointing of the sick and confession. There is something about being
so sick that you have to be hospitalized,
and the spiritual distress accompanying
the physical trauma creates a powerful
need to take stock of one’s life—and an
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equal need to feel connected with God
and Church. I often have patients
seeking confession who have not celebrated the sacrament in decades. I always gently and happily welcome
them back.
The sacrament of anointing for
healing is what many patients request.
I invite family and friends, if the patient is willing, to participate in the
ritual with me. If there are children
present I will give each some small
task to perform. Everyone gets involved. I often remind patients that the
Church, and the saints and angels are
with them. They are not alone in their
pain. In a time of extreme illness and
dying, people struggle to find God.
The ritual of anointing helps patients recognize that they are in “holy
time,” that their pain is shared by a
suffering Christ who is very close to
them indeed. I have personally witnessed this sacrament transform the
experience of a dying person from
despair to hope and peace. This is the
grace and power of the sacrament. As
a priest I am always amazed by it, and
all I do is honor the sacredness of it—
not a sacredness that I provide, but
God’s profound gift for us. Then I
have lunch!
I truly love my ministry. Yes, there
are times when the emotional and physical pain of good people weighs
heavy on my soul. And sometimes I
complain to God that there is too
much suffering. People ask me why
they have to suffer and, honestly, I
don’t really know. My faith tells me
that God is with us in our suffering.
That God never promised a perfect
easy life, only that he would be with
us through thick and thin—but this is
little consolation to the person in the
bed.
One thing I refuse to do is give
some tidy, pat answer to such a powerful mystery as human suffering—an
experience that even God incarnate
could not avoid. "My Father, if it is
possible, may this cup be taken from
me. Yet not as I will, but as you
will" (Matt 26:39). I have found that

most people appreciate that, and what
they really want is not a stock response,
but a sympathetic listener to share their
pain. I give them permission to express
their fear, anger, and loneliness. To be
angry with God is no sin. If that were the
case then our greatest Old Testament
prophets would be the biggest sinners. I
invite people to share those feelings with
God—having a loving relationship means
we don’t hide our hurt feelings from our
lover.
Mostly, I am awestruck by the faith of
ordinary people in extraordinary circumstances. I must confess that often their
faith is so much greater than my own, and
my patients actually help me to grow
deeper in my relationship with God.
Thanks be to God! This is how the
Church works. As one body in Jesus
Christ, each of us has our part to play for
the good of the whole. We all help each
other as we journey together into God.
And at the end of it all, hopefully there
will be a compassionate minister to shepherd us across to the other side.

Requiescat in pace ...

T

ony Hillerman, a
good friend and
generous donor to the
Community, died at the
end of October. Tony’s
evocative mystery novels, set among the Navajos of the Southwest,
took the American detective story in new
directions and made him a best-selling
author. Though the themes of his books
were not overtly political, he wrote with
an avowed purpose: to instill a respect for
Native American Culture. His stories,
while steeped in contemporary crime, often describe people struggling to maintain
ancient traditions in the modern world.
Fr. Joel Garner, who had grown close to
the Hillermans over the years, was with
his wife Marie and six children as they
prayed the prayers of transition from human into eternal life. Fr. Robert Campbell, who is the chaplain at Presbyterian
Hospital where Tony died, and Fr. Joel
Garner concelebrated at Tony’s funeral.
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The Norbertine World: An Affiliate’s Story
“If you become a Norbertine, you take a vow
of stability and see the
world.” This is what Fr.
John Tourangeau, O.
Praem., said to me over
dinner. Knowing that
there are Norbertines in
Europe, North and South America, Africa
and Asia I thought I understood his comment, laughed and steered the conversation to something else. It was not until I
began to more seriously to pursue my
vocational discernment that I began to see
the depth in his words.
As I continue to discern a religious
vocation to the Norbertine way of life, I
had the opportunity to live at the Priory
of Santa Maria de la Vid during the summer of 2008. Although I was feeling
drawn to the Order, I was still completing
my undergraduate studies and felt the
need to have a longer period of initial
discernment.
In order to complete my prerequisites
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for graduate school, I was sent to St.
Norbert College in DePere, Wisconsin,
where I lived at St. Norbert Abbey, the
mother house of Santa Maria de la Vid
Priory.
While at St. Norbert College I attended many of the lectures presented
by the Center for Norbertine Studies. I
was amazed by the contributions Norbertines have made to society over the
centuries. They had been at the cutting
edge of science and medicine in the
Middle Ages. Even within the last
hundred years, Norbertines from the
United States have performed landmark studies in genetics and botany.
In my scripture course I learned of the
influence that Norbertine scholars had
in the Second Vatican Council and in
the way the Church has come to understand revelation.
At the abbey I met men who were
renowned authors, historians, artists
and musicians, doctors, physician assistants, teachers, and pastors. Men
who had lived and worked in all cor-

ners of the globe from the jungles in Peru
to the streets of India to the ivory towers of
some of Europe’s most respected universities. And these were just the men of one
abbey!
I was also able to visit with a Norbertine from the Czech Republic who was a
Registered Nurse, and met Norbertine sisters from Hungary and a priest from Africa. As Norbertine abbeys have traditionally functioned as sources of art and culture, I was able to spend a few days with
the organ professor from the Juilliard
School of Music after his concert at the
abbey.
This new understanding of the scope
and accomplishments of the Norbertine
Order around the globe and throughout
history brought me to reflect on my own
community in Albuquerque and their
equally impressive accomplishments: men
from as far away as India and as close to
home as New Mexico who have worked in
a myriad of ministries and professions,
holding degrees from prestigious colleges,
(continued on page 4)

Dedicating Ourselves to the Path of Wisdom

S

ince September of last year, we have
been exploring the spiritual wisdom of
various religious traditions and cultures
through our Year of Dedication Series at
The Norbertine Library. Each month, presenters from diverse backgrounds give us
rich food for thought as we seek an experience of union with God and each other.
The response to these offerings has been
strong; people are indeed hungry to explore
the common threads of our faith journey.
Each presenter has gifted us with an
appreciation of the truth of their tradition’s
experience of the Divine One. We’ve explored Celtic Christianity and the Episcopal Church’s unresolved tension of living
unity in diversity, and the challenge of
non-dual thinking to refuse to be oppositional to any tradition while being
grounded in one’s own tradition. We considered the Advent season which invites us
to 1) prepare the world for “the God who is
always coming into our lives;” 2) reveal
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something of God to the world that
no one else can; and 3) pray that God
will enter our lives in a radical new
way.
We learned about native peoples’
appreciation of creation which they
believe the Creator “made ready” for
them, and in which the Holy Presence continues to dwell with them.
We heard of the importance of family and native language, and the holiness in which all forms of life—
plants, animals, mountains, humans,
etc.—are held, as well as the importance of working in harmony with
everything. What the native peoples
value—solitude and community,
simplicity, good stewardship of resources, honesty, generosity, knowledge of the Creator, and having a
“right heart”—are ways of living to
which we can all aspire.

As I sit in the Priory Chapel with dozens of other seekers, I marvel at how the
Spirit of God brings us together, sometimes despite ourselves, to create a new
expression and an ever-expanding realization of the reign of God on Earth.
Grace is indeed here in our back yard,
and The Norbertine Library exists to further the dream “That All May Be One.”

Year of Dedication Series presenter Dr. Megan
McKenna with Fr. Joel Garner
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Tables (from page 1)
or martyrs, or hermits, or mystics, or
saints. I now realize that this most intimate table of mystical communing is
meant for me personally. I was born to
be united to God at this table, not just
in the afterlife, but here and now. Although I’ve often tried hard to do both,
I now realize that I don’t have to build
this table or to look all over the world
for it. This table is always in my heart.
What I have to do is to keep the door
of my heart open in thanksgiving. Actually, I think Jesus and the Father
aren’t standing at the door at all. I
think they’re always sitting at this table, waiting up for me to come home
and join them so that I can commune
directly with my God.
The view from this table lets me see
the table of the heart in others even
when they can’t see it themselves, and
the common ground between us even
when others keep saying there is no
common ground. Of course this
God’s-eye view comes and goes as a

gift of grace, but the more it comes,
the longer it stays, and the longer it
stays, the more it leads me to live my
whole life in praise and thanksgiving.
I guess it’s only natural that my experience of these four tables leads
me to wonder how many thanksgiving tables there are in your life and
what the view is like for you from
each of them.

World (from page 3)
and who are prolific authors. The
same can be said for the laity, the
oblates and associates, who gather
around these communities of faith.
And yet, despite these notable
achievements there still remains a
quiet humility in these men in white
robes, a stillness of solitude resonating in their church walls and the
knowledge that anything of merit in
this world is only a means to an end
that lies in the world to come. What
is held in highest regard is the rela-

tionship between an individual and God
and relationships within the human family.
Indeed the Norbertines are quite
“worldly”. Yet, they direct their time, talents and treasures in service to one local
community. Upon my return to Albuquerque I was proud to see this microcosm of
the global body of Christ reflected in our
own community of Santa Maria de la Vid.
This spring, I will begin my graduate
studies at Catholic Theological Union in
Chicago. It is from here that I shall look
forward to the prospect of entering the
Norbertine Novitiate in the fall of 2009.
While in Chicago I will continue to experience the global order living with men from
Daylesford Abbey in Pennsylvania, St.
Moses the Black Priory in Mississippi and
men from India and Africa.
As I progress in my discernment toward a Norbertine mode of life I am beginning to see the world! Who knows where I
will land next and whom I will meet. I do
this, however, knowing that these experiences and this knowledge I gain will enable
me potentially one day more fully to serve
the people of my own community in Albuquerque, New Mexico.

