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In May Jimmy Fallon and the band U2 staged a prank in a New York City subway
station. Producers of The Tonight Show disguised U2 and Fallon with dime-store
phony mustaches, hair, and glasses. Fallon faked a New York accent and told
commuters passing by that these “local artists” would play for birthday parties and
bar mitzvahs and that the buskers needed some “moneys.” Bono, dressed only
slightly more ridiculously than usual, reared back and started to croon, sans
microphone, “I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For.” Drummer Larry Mullen
beat on plastic buckets with sticks. Guitarist the Edge and bassist Adam Clayton
played guitars that looked like they were from the closet in the church youth room.

People started to gawk before the end of the first stanza. A crowd gathered. Fallon
said, “This isn’t working. Plan B,” and the group shed their disguises and ripped into
the much more energetic “Desire.” By now the onlookers realized that they were
getting something millionaires can’t buy: a concert two feet from Bono. They pulled
out their cell phones and filmed themselves being filmed with U2, while Bono, ever
the showman, hammed it up for them. It was hackneyed and manufactured, yet fun.
Fallon had meant to create anonymity, but instead he created intimacy and
spontaneous community.

I felt a similar dynamic at play in a more uncomfortable way at a recent funeral in
our community. A 21-year-old had lost control of a new motorcycle and hit a truck
head-on. His family members were celebrities in this small community: musical and
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political, they were loved. Everybody came to the funeral, and we watched as the
boy’s parents said goodbye to him. It was an unbearably intimate moment, and the
public couldn’t turn away and couldn’t stop crying. His mother touched his hair and
bent to kiss him. His father buckled in agony. The coffin would soon close, and
they’d never lay eyes on their boy’s body this side of the resurrection.

The family didn’t shy away from its celebrity. The boy’s mother spoke, giving
testimony to her faith in the face of death. She sang with her bluegrass band and
concluded by thanking God for her boy’s life. In my mind, her song was more
beautiful than Bono’s.

We were watching a family live its grief, and I felt the same gratitude and surprise
that I might feel if I discovered Bono on a street corner, but also the deep
discomfort. Watching was agony and made me question the whole enterprise of
public funerals. There are no witnesses to the intimacies that conceive children. The
public doesn’t ordinarily view the last moments of life for any of us. Why should I
have witnessed this mother’s touch of his shock of brown hair for the last time?

The ceremony’s intimacy had an entirely different quality than Fallon’s prank, of
course, but during a few moments of the funeral, I was afraid we had turned the
family’s grief into a spectacle. At my best moments, I felt honored to be a part of it
and intensely connected to my community.

In both instances, a community was formed through ritual and shared experience. In
both, the word watching doesn’t even begin to capture the experience. St. Augustine
calls the sacraments magna spectacula, great spectacles. But their greatness is
largely concealed. To our eyes the elements look like ordinary bread, wine, water,
oil, or words. But in God’s mysterious economy they become things that save. The
wonder is that they look so ordinary. Yet they are drenched with God’s Spirit. We
gather to try to “see” what can’t be seen. And to become part of it.


