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"Tattoos on the Heart"   
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14 April 2013  Bedford Presbyterian Church, Bedford NY 

 

Scripture              Luke 6:32-36 
‘If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners love those who love 
them. If you do good to those who do good to you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners 
do the same. If you lend to those from whom you hope to receive, what credit is that to you? 
Even sinners lend to sinners, to receive as much again. But love your enemies, do good, and 
lend, expecting nothing in return. Your reward will be great, and you will be children of the Most 
High; for God is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked. Be merciful, just as God is merciful. 

 

A few weeks ago I was listening to an interview with a Catholic priest who said he 

became a Jesuit because the Jesuits offered the perfect combination of prophetic action 

and hilarity.  I don't usually associate Jesuits with hilarity, so that got me interested.  

Who is this guy?   I paid close attention to the rest of the interview and since then have 

read his book, and have been so blown away by him that I couldn't wait to share him 

with you.  His name is Father Greg Boyle, and he works with gangs in Los Angeles.  

Did anyone else hear that interview?i  Those of you who were here for our Maundy 

Thursday service heard me talk about him a little bit, but don't worry, I won't be 

repeating myself beyond the introduction.  Today we'll get to hear one of his stories of 

gang life and the hard lesson in compassion the story inspires.  

 

Before I begin the story, a short introduction to Greg Boyle.  Twenty five years ago, he 

went to work as a parish priest and prison minister in the Boyle Heights neighborhood, 

the center of the worst gang violence in Los Angeles. He says he started out by trying to 

negotiate peace treaties between various gangs, but soon realized that such treaties 

were ephemeral and didn't address the root of the problem.  He says that at bottom, the 

problem was that the gang kids had a "lethal absence of hope."   He realized that what 

the kids needed more than anything else, was the possibility of a productive future, and 

that meant jobs.  He and some others started Homeboy Bakery, which was the first 

business in what would become Homeboy Industries, a collection of businesses who 

employ young gang members, often after they've returned from prison.   
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In addition to founding the businesses, Father Boyle has been a profound pastoral 

presence in the lives of everyone in the neighborhood and in local detention centers, 

with his message of the unconditional love of God.  Believing in the basic worth of all 

human beings, even the baddest actors of the neighborhood, Father Boyle, known as G-

dog to kids, has turned countless lives around.  Jack Kornfield has called him the 

“Gandhi of the Gangs.”  Marion Wright Edelman has called him a national treasure.  

 

His book is called Tattoos on the Heart.  Father Boyle is a born story-teller and in these 

pages you get to meet some fascinating, heart-warming, heart-breaking characters. 

Rather than paraphrasing in my own words, I want to read you one of the stories from 

the book -- the story of one of the neighborhood kids, a skinny 12-year-old kid named 

Betito. 

 

"Betito is a funny kid, bright and energetic, who comes alive when he steps into our 

office on First Street.  He becomes a fixture there, and you can count on him arriving 

after school, greeting each one of my staff at their desks as he works the room.  English 

is not his first language, and though all of us speak Spanish, Betito challenges himself in 

this, insisting on 'English only.' Betito is always picking up English expressions he hears 

on TV.  He walks in one day, armed with some idiomatic argot courtesy of a Pollo Loco 

commercial. 

 

'Hey G, you know what you are?' his accent thick and halting. 'You da real deal.' 

Routines get born this way.  Betito and I would try to catch each other. 'Hey Beto -- you 

know why she said that about you?'    'No, why?'  'Cuz you're da real deal.'  We try to 

make the answer to every question, 'the real deal.'  This even becomes our nicknames 

for each other.   

 

Betito is precocious for his age.  He walks into my office one day, and stands in front of 

my desk, 'Hey, G, kick me down wit twenty bones, yeah?'  I'm taken aback by his 

straight-out-there boldness.  'So what do you need twenty dollars for?'  'Takin' my lady 

to the movies.' 'YOUR LADY?' I say to him, not feigning shock. 'How old are you?' 

'Twelve.'  'TWELVE? How old's your lady?'  'Sixteen.'  'SIXTEEN?'  'Yeah,' he says, 

calming me down with the flick of his hand, 'but she's short.'  
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 One Sunday evening, Betito is playing with his cousin in Aliso Village, a housing 

project.  There are two gang members standing in front of a nearby dumpster, smoking.  

A van pulls into the projects, with two gang members in the front seat.  When they see 

the two smoking cigarettes in front of the dumpster, they open fire.  A bullet catches 

one of them.  He drops.  Everyone runs. 

 

Every man, woman, and child knows that when gunfire begins, you run, you duck, you 

hunker down behind some car or slink in between buildings.  You move.  Betito knows 

this.  For some reason, though, he freezes there.  And because he hesitates to seek cover, 

a very large bullet enters his side, above the waist, travels through, and exits the other 

side.  They call these ‘through and throughs.’ 

 

The doctor who would treat Betito, told me a week later that this bullet was the highest 

caliber he had ever seen.  The sheer reverberation of the bullet traversing Betito's slim 

body rendered him paralyzed from the waist down.  And the bullet hadn't even 

touched his spine. 

 

Word gets to me, and I go straight to the hospital.  Betito's grandmother and I keep vigil 

through the night, while the surgeons operate for some six hours. . . Betito survives.  

But two hours into his recovery, I watch through the window of his room in intensive 

care as a team of doctors and nurses rush in and surround him.  They pound on his 

chest.  They beg and plead with his heart to cooperate.  His heart finally deafens to their 

entreaties and he dies. 

 

Betito was precocious, funny, bold, and only twelve years old.  He was the Real Deal." 

 

Father Boyle continues:  "If we long to be in the world who God is, then, somehow, our 

compassion has to find its way to vastness.  It would rather not rest on the two in the 

van, aiming frighteningly large-caliber weaponry.  I sure didn't.  When they were 

caught and I found I knew them, it was excruciating not to be able to hate them.  (They 

are) Sheep without a shepherd.  And no less the real deal.  But for lack of someone to 

reveal the truth (of their own worth) to them, they had evaded healing. . . But are they 

less worthy of compassion than Betito? 

 



4 

 

I will admit that the degree of difficulty here is exceedingly high.  Kids I love killing 

kids I love.  There is nothing neat in carving space for both in our compassion. . . 

Sometimes it's enough simply to acknowledge how wide the gulf is that we all hope to 

bridge.  But isn't the highest honing of compassion that which is hospitable to victim 

and victimizer both?" 

 

He continues:  "Jesus says if you love those who love you, big wow (which I believe is 

the original Greek).  He doesn't suggest that we cease to love those who love us when 

he nudges us to love our enemies.  Nor does Jesus think the harder thing is the better 

thing.  He knows it's just the harder thing.  But to love the enemy and to find some 

spaciousness for the victimizer, as well as the victim, resembles more the expansive 

compassion of God.  That's why you do it.  (What we’re called to do is )To be in the 

world who God is."ii   

 

The words of  Father Greg Boyle, G-Dog to his young friends.  Doing his best to live one 

of the most difficult teachings of Jesus.  Don't just love those who are easy to love -- the 

well-behaved. . . the kind. . . those who love you.  Love also those who are impossible, 

even those who in your judgment, don't seem to deserve it.  It's the only way to affect 

real change.   As Martin Luther King famously said, "Darkness cannot drive out 

darkness; only light can do that.  Hate cannot drive out hate.  Only love can do that."   

 

Can you think of someone who is unlovable who needs your love?  It could be a  

prisoner, a homeless person, an impoverished immigrant.  It could be your neighbor, 

your colleague, your sibling.  Can you reach outside your comfort zone and open your 

heart to someone who has been kept on the outside?  Take your inspiration from Jesus, 

who said "Be merciful as God is merciful."  Or take it from G-dog who says -- " If we 

long to be in the world who God is, then, somehow, our compassion has to find its way 

to vastness."  Can you do it?  Can I do it?  It’s worth a try.       

                                                 
i On Being with Krista Tippett, “Father Greg Boyle on the Calling of Delight: Gangs, Service, Kinship”   

Feb 26, 2013,  http://bit.ly/WnvRwf  
ii  Tattoos on the Heart by Gregory Boyle, pp. 64-67 


