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Harsh Truth and Trusting the Right Words
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Pope Francis greets Italian disabled dancer Simona Atzori during a special audience with
Paralympic athletes in Paul VI hall at the Vatican Oct. 4.

A Day of Two Defining Moments
On a trip t o the East Coast, I had
the pleasure of going to a midwife’s appointment with my pregnant daughter
and her husband.
It’s my first grandchild, so everything
is a big deal to me.
The amplified
heartbeat brought
a tear to my eye.
The midwife was
sweet enough to
ask whether I had
any questions. I did
not, at least any I could expect her to
answer.
When we had first arrived on the
seventh floor of the medical building,
we sat in the waiting area where huge
windows displayed a sun-filled morning in the city below. But we noticed
a bevy of police cars and ambulances
a few blocks down the street. That
location, my son-in-law said, is the first
commuter train stop on the way into
town once you cross the bridge.
Had someone grown ill on the train?
A heart attack? Perhaps a fight or
disturbance?
But soon, we were called into my
daughter’s appointment and the scene
at the train station was forgotten. Only
later did we learn that someone had
jumped in front of a train that morning. I had been preoccupied with the
imminent arrival of new life. Below
us, someone was ending a life out of
despair.
That visit to the doctor’s office will
always hold those memories in hazy
juxtaposition. The sunny day, the fresh
faces of pregnant women all around us
in the waiting area, the excitement of a
baby on the way, yet a reminder of the
world’s harsh reality and sorrow in the
city beyond.
The evangelist Billy Graham recounts the answer he gave to a questioner: “’What is the greatest surprise
you have found about life?’ a university
student asked me several years ago.

‘The brevity of it,’ I replied without
hesitation.”
The older we grow, the more I
think we can identify with Graham’s
response. Life is short. I believe it’s
a surprise we’ll all admit to if we live
long enough.
But on my trip, one filled with visiting relatives of all ages, as well as one
yet unborn, I think I found a corollary
to that response. What surprises me
about life, along with its brevity, is
the amazing organic nature of it, the
constant change.
As a child, eternity seemed to pass
by from birthday to birthday. Even as a
young mother, the days of diapers and
lunchboxes seemed endless. I knew
they were finite, but it was hard to
envision a time when they would not
be my reality.
Now it strikes me how each of those
days was filled with change, how a new
reality was constantly emerging.
Mary Oliver, in her poem “Praying,”
advises us to “pay attention.”
If we pay attention, we become
aware of movement. The birth of a
baby changes the family dynamic in
nine months. But that dynamic is
always slowly in flux. Pay attention.
Each day holds nearly imperceptible
change.
St. Ignatius of Loyola urges us to
spend time daily examining the day we
just lived. It’s not just examining our
faults. This examination is about our
emotions, how we felt, what called to
us, what disappointed us, where we
disappointed ourselves and others,
where we found joy. Ignatius wants us
to pay attention to God’s movement in
our lives and our response to God.
I said a prayer for the person whose
life ended that sunny fall day. I wish
someone could have convinced him
that where there is life, there is constant change and always hope.
— Effie Caldarola
(This column is part of the CNS columns
package.)

The truth hurts. I’ve often thought
that this popular phrase was overused
and too much of a cliché, but the more
I parent and teach
students, the more
I’ve realized that
nothing is closer to
the truth.
As much as we
often tell ourselves
that we want the
truth and that we
want people to give
us honest feedback,
the bottom line is that it stings. Sometimes, the sting is comparable to a tiny,
little sweat bee, but other times, it can
stop us in our tracks as if a wasp has
taken over a part of our bodies.
Today, I had to deliver some brutally
honest feedback to a few students who
had faltered and I have to admit, I was
very nervous. It may seem odd that a
teacher who provides feedback on a
daily basis was jittery and a bit fearful
to deliver a harsh blow, but it’s true.
Before the feedback session, though,
I tried my best to analyze why this
time it was even more difficult. I give
students feedback regularly on how to
improve their writing, construct thesis
statements and conduct interviews
within my English and journalism
classes and it’s not always easy, but
this time was different.
I was anticipating providing constructive criticism to a duo of student
leaders who work harder than anyone
else I’ve ever observed and guided.
These two throw their hearts into their
writing, they have tremendous pride
in the overall product of each piece
and they work in a capacity where
they serve as an excellent example for
others. However, as with any job or
role, they both saw the need for honest
advice about how to improve their performance and their leadership skills.
It bothered me to have to tell them
the harsh truth because I truly care
about their success. I was worried my
honest feedback would deter them
from taking risks with their writing, keep them from continuing their

leadership roles or even prompt them
to walk away from the tasks at hand.
I didn’t want to stomp on their hopes,
dreams and goals.
As a parent, I have encountered this
very same struggle. When my daughter
would dress herself in mismatched
clothes or my son would screech (or
sing) at the top of his lungs, I would
promptly tell them both how successful they were at these tasks, no matter
how much it pained my eyes and ears.
While I’m not recommending crushing a child’s ambitions with harsh
feedback, as our children – and our
students – grow up and mature, the
truth – no matter how much it hurts –
is often just what they need to hear to
improve and develop.
Our opinions matter just as much as
our love, prayers and support, which is
why I quickly said a prayer and asked
God to guide me with the right words
that day.
So, I jumped into the feedback session with my students with a disclaimer that I value what they do, how much
they care and the passion they put
forth with every task. But … they both
knew the “but” was coming. In fact,
they stopped me and said, “We know
what you are about to say and we need
to hear it.” And, I said it. I offered the
truth. And they both admitted it stung.
It hurt. But, it was needed.
We may not always want to hear
the truth and we may not always be
prepared for it, but I’m confident that
as I shared the truth and even listened
to their concerns and feedback for
how I could help them, we all learned
a valuable lesson that can only help
us to improve, personally and professionally. Honestly, I’m thankful that my
prayer was answered. God gave me the
right words to put them at ease and he
guided me with compassion – a trait I
hope is contagious.
— Shannon Philpott
Shannon Philpott is a freelance
writer and college journalism instructor, but most of all a mother of
two teens. You can see her work at
www.shannonphilpott.com.
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Maryknoll Sisters Julia Shideler, left, Anastasia Lee and Abby Avelino smile as they process from
the chapel Sept. 28 after professing their final vows during Mass at the Maryknoll Sisters Center in
Maryknoll, N.Y.
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