Being the Beloved...

Reflections by Henri Nouwen

I very much believe that the core moment of Jesus’ public life was the baptism in the Jordan,
when Jesus heard the affirmation, “You are my beloved on whom my favor rests.” That is the
core experience of Jesus. He is reminded in a deep, deep way of who he is.
The temptations in the desert are temptations to move him away from that spiritual identity.
He was tempted to believe he was someone else: You are the one who can turn stone into
bread. You are the one who can jump from the temple. You are the one who can make
others bow to your power. Jesus said, “No, no, no. I am the Beloved from God.” I think his
whole life is continually claiming that identity in the midst of everything. There are times in
which he is praised, times when he is despised or rejected, but he keeps saying, “Others will
leave me alone, but my Father will not leave me alone. I am the beloved Son of God. I am
the hope found in that identity.”
Prayer, then, is listening to that voice—to the One who calls you the Beloved. It is to
constantly go back to the truth of who we are and claim it for ourselves. I’m not what I do. I’m
not what people say about me. I’m not what I have. Although there is nothing wrong with
success, there is nothing wrong with popularity, there is nothing wrong with being powerful,
finally my spiritual identity is not rooted in the world, the things the world gives me. My life is
rooted in my spiritual identity. Whatever we do, we have to go back regularly to that place of
core identity.
Henri Nouwen (from 
Parting Words
)

Being the Beloved expresses the core truth of our existence. I am putting this so directly and
so simply because, though the experience of being the Beloved has never been completely
absent from my life, I never claimed it as my core truth. I kept running around it in large or
small circles, always looking for someone or something able to convince me of my
Belovedness. It was as if I kept refusing to hear the voice that speaks from the very depth of
my being and says: “You are my Beloved, on you my favor rests.” That voices has always
been there, but it seems that I was much more eager to listen to other, louder voices saying:
“Prove that you are worth something; do something relevant, spectacular, or powerful, and
then you will earn the love you so desire.” meanwhile, the soft, gentle voice that speaks in the
silence and solitude of my heart remained unheard or, at least, unconvincing.
That soft, gentle voice that calls me the Beloved has come to me in countless ways. My
parents, friends, teachers, students, and the many strangers who crossed my path have all
sounded that voice in different tones. I have been cared for by many people with much

tenderness and gentleness. I have been taught and instructed with much patience and
perseverance. I have been encouraged to keep going when I was ready to give up and was
stimulated to try again when I failed. I have been rewarded and praised for success...but,
somehow, all of these signs of love were not sufficient to convince me that I was the Beloved.
Beneath all my seemingly strong selfconfidence there remained the question: “If all those
who shower me with so much attention could see me and know me in my innermost self,
would they still love me?” That agonizing question, rooted in my inner shadow, kept
persecuting me and made me run away from the very place where that quiet voice calling me
the Beloved could be heard.
I think you understand what I am talking about. Aren’t you, like me, hoping that some person,
thing, or event will come along to give you that final feeling of inner wellbeing you desire?
Don’t you often hope: “Maybe this book, idea, course, trip, job, country, or relationship will
fulfill my deepest desire.” But as long as you are waiting for that mysterious moment you will
go on running helterskelter, always anxious and restless, always lustful and angry, never fully
satisfied. You know that this is the compulsiveness that keeps us going and busy, but at the
same time makes us wonder whether we are getting anywhere in the long run. This is the
way to spiritual exhaustion and burnout. This is the way to spiritual death.
Well, you and I don’t have to kill ourselves. We are the Beloved. We are intimately loved
long before our parents, teachers, spouses, children, and friends loved or wounded us.
That’s the truth of our lives. That’s the truth I want you to claim for yourself. That’s the truth
spoken by the voice that says, “You are my Beloved.”
Listening to that voice with great inner attentiveness, I hear at my center words that say: “I
have called you by name, from the very beginning. You are mine and I am yours. You are
my Beloved, on you my favor rests. I have molded you in the depths on the earth and knit
you together in your mother’s womb. I have carved you in the palms of my hands and hidden
you in the shadow of my embrace. I look at you with infinite tenderness and care for you with
care more intimate than that of a mother for her child. I have counted every hair on your head
and guided you at every step. Wherever you go, I go with you, and wherever you rest, I keep
watch. I will give you food that will satisfy all your hunger and drink that will quench all your
thirst. I will not hide my face from you. You know me as your own as I know you as my own.
You belong to me. I am your father, your mother, your brother, your sister, your lover, and
your spouse...yes, even your child...wherever you are I will be. Nothing will ever separate us.
We are one.”
Every time you listen with great attentiveness to this voice that calls you the Beloved, you will
discover within yourself a desire to hear that voice longer and more deeply. It is like
discovering a well in the desert. Once you have touched wet ground, you want to dig
deeper...
 Henri Nouwen (an excerpt from 
Life of the Beloved
)

