Chapter 16

Christian Spirituality

hen I was an altar boy in the early 1960s my nickname was

“Shaky,” because when I held the glass cruets of water and wine

for the priest at the altar they could be heard clinking all the way
in the back of the church. I was deathly afraid of God. I lived by what I now
think of as a “musical chairs” spirituality. In a musical chairs spirituality the
great focus is on what will happen to you when you die. That is, when the
music of life stops, will there be a place open for you in heaven?

The fear of hell, the belief that it was not so difficult to go to hell, the trap
of mortal sin: These specters haunted my consciousness when I was a child.
I did not learn about these things at home. I learned about them in my
Catholic grade school.

[ also learned many wonderful things about religion in that school. 1

learned about the importance of loving God and neighbor. I learned about:

receiving Jesus in the Bucharist and the other sacraments. I learned how to
tell basic right from wrong. I learned the value of sacrifice and discipline.
Nonetheless, the fear of God and of hell that pervaded my youth went hand-
in hand with my understanding of what it meant to live a Christian life. Being 2
Christian involved more than just loving God and neighbor. It involved getting
yourself ready for the day of judgment. In fact, it was as though a whole m%mnma.

was set up according to which God would judge your eternal state of being.
Basically, it went like this:

If you die in a state of grace, you g0 to heaven. If you die out of a state of grace
you go to hell. If you die with a lot of venial sins but still in the state of grace

you will spend much time in purgatory, but that is all right because you will still
end up making it into heaven.
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What determines whether you are in a state of grace or not is, first of all,
whether or not you are baptized. Unbaptized people such as infants or those
from cultures foreign to Christianity will go to limbo rather than hell. For
Catholic students, however, baptism is a must. Once baptism puts you in a state
of grace, you need to maintain it by keeping the commandments and not com-
mitting any mortal (very serious) sins. Venial (less serious) sins would put a mark
on your soul, but they would not put you totally out of a state of grace. You
know a sin is mortal if it is 1) a seriously wrong thought, word, or deed, 2) you
have given sufficient reflection before committing it, and 3) you chose to do it
with no one forcing you. If you commit a mortal sin, you are no longer in a state
of grace and are thereby a candidate for hell if you should die.

If you are in a state of mortal sin, then you need to have your mortal sins for-
given. The best way to have mortal sins forgiven is by telling them to the priest
in confession and receiving absolution. If you cannot make it to confession
immediately, you should say an act of contrition (a prayer asking God to forgive
you) and strive to have true sorrow for your sins. Perfect contrition, which is sor-
row out of love of God and revulsion at having offended God, wipes out mor-
tal sin immediately with or without confession, though one is still obliged to go
to confession when one is able. Imperfect contrition, or sorrow out of a fear of
punishment, is sufficient for the forgiveness of mortal sin in the context of the
sacrament of confession. Once your mortal sins are forgiven you are back in a
state of grace.

This system provided the underlying philosophy for our textbook, the
Baltimore Catechism, throughout grade school. This textbook contained
many beautiful teachings about the meaning of life, such as God creating us
because of love, the commandment to love God and neighbor, the virtues,
the gifts and fruits of the Holy Spirit, the spiritual and corporal works of
mercy, the beatitudes, and many other treasures that genuinely inspired me
then and that continue to enrich my life. I still also believe that some notion
of hell and the possibility of throwing one’s gift of life away for all eternity
remain meaningful and in some sense true. To this day I believe that, if you
take away the overly systematic and impersonal nature of the system, it can
function as a way of opening up truth about the meaning of life. As I remem-
ber it, though, the quality of these teachings was hampered by the strong
focus on hell and the overly mechanical ways one could use to judge where
one stood in relation to God and eternity.

A distorting element of my early spirituality was thus a near obsession with
staying in a state of grace. This was accompanied by the belief that it was easy
to commit a mortal sin and not even be aware of it. I also believed that proba-
bly many people went to hell. I thought of God as one who, as a punishment
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for original sin, had made the world a place from which only the lucky few
would be saved. God was a stingy and angry God who needed to be appeased.

Is this really an accurate picture of how I thought about God in those days?
Probably not. The stingy, angry God and the loving, generous God were all
mixed up together in my mind. Did the grade school teach me these fearful
images of God? Yes and no. These ideas were in the air, but I am sure I
latched onto them in relation to my own already established fears and inse-
curities. Whether it was I or the school, though, much of my spirituality as a
child was based on a mechanical system implemented by an angry God who
struck fear in.the very depths of my soul.

This Chapter

The fifth chapter of Zumen Gentium speaks of the universal call to holiness
in the church. When I was a child holiness was a thing for priests and sisters
and brothers and saints to worry about, not something for regular people.
Vatican II called for more than that. Vatican 1I stressed that all Christians are
called to live a holy life.

The topic of this chapter is Christian spirituality. It addresses the issue of
what it means to live a holy life. This topic is at the heart of understanding
the church. Prior to Vatican II, official Catholic theology dealt with the topic
of church too impersonally and without reference to love and holiness. It was
as though “church” had to do only with things like organizational structures
and appropriate procedures. Love and holiness were important topics, but
they were dealt with in separate treatises on grace and sacraments. Vatican II
changed that segmented approach to theology by making the chapter on
holiness the centerpiece of one of the two main documents on the church.
The church is holy, marked with a holiness that comes from Christ himself.
Anyone who is a member of the church is called to follow Christ by striving
to lead a holy life.

The rest of this chapter will explore some contrasts between the spiritual-
ity I lived as a child and some things that I have learned since then.

Personal and Ongoing
Spirituality deals with our faith-journey through rich, multi-layered territories.
There are no foolproof systems that can guarantee our growth. Systems can
function as useful maps, but it should be remembered that the map is not the
territory. The territory has too much depth and too many dimensions to be
captured by any one map. There is always more to the mystery of God and
the mystery of life than we can realize in any one system.

The God of Christians is personal, not mechanical. God does not operate
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with a big scoreboard in the sky to decide by numbers whether you will go
to heaven or to hell. Christian doctrines about sin put us in touch with the
reality of the negative side of our shared human situation, of our individual
inclinations, and of the tremendous and terrible choice that we face: Will we
ultimately embrace God and life, or will we reject them? Sin is a reality; the
reality, however, has to do most basically with our relationship with God and
with other human beings. When the level of personal relationship remains
primary, the system is put in its place as a useful but partial tool that aids us
in understanding.

For example, what do 1 take as evidence that offers me hope for my sal-
vation? My first inclination is not to think hard about whether I have com-
mitted any mortal sins. Rather, I am inclined to think first about my ongoing
commitment to God and others. This includes my prayer life, my commitment
to my family, my involvement in deep human relationships, my disposition
toward honesty, my concern for social and environmental improvements, and
my faith in a loving God who accepts me even though I just listed all of these
positive qualities about myself without mentioning any of my deep and many
faults. In other words, when I think about my salvation I think first about per-
sonal relationships. Thinking in terms of a system of sin and grace can help
me assess such relationships, but should not become more important than the
relationships themselves.

My understanding of the sacraments, like my understanding of God, has
also become less mechanical and more personal. Sacraments are not just rit-
uals that dispense grace; rather, sacraments key into and celebrate the reli-
gious dimensions that we experience in the context of our lives. Baptism cel-
ebrates entry into the faith community. Confirmation celebrates conscious
embracing of the faith. Eucharist celebrates ongoing personal unity with
Christ, with other Christians, and with the entire human family. Reconciliation
celebrates forgiveness received from God and from others. Anointing of the
Sick celebrates the healing love of God and community. Marriage celebrates
the ongoing covenant of married love. Holy orders celebrates the reality of
sacramental leadership. Sacraments give grace, but they do so in conjunction
with the meaning that we experience at the depth of our lives as we relate
with God and with others.

Spirituality, then, has to do with an ongoing process in the midst of our
lives. It is not something to be confined to the day of judgment. Laypeople
live their spirituality not only in church but in the context of their family, their
work, and their efforts toward social transformation.
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Love and Fear

I am not of the trendy school of thought that says that all fear is bad. The
Scriptures in several places tell us that “Fear of the Lord is the beginning of
wisdom.” Yet it says in 1 John 4:18 that “perfect love drives out fear.” I think
that fear has its place in this world, where we do not as yet know perfect
love. Thomas Aquinas taught that there are different types of fear. The fear
of punishment will not remain with the blessed in heaven. But the fear of
offending God and others, which is a healthy fear, will remain.!

Just as fear of physical harm can keep us alert to possible dangers, so fear
of offending”God can aid us in our spiritual journey. The Protestant theolo-
gian Rudolf Otto has described the fundamental religious experience as being
that of the “holy,” an overpowering mystery that elicits dread, awe, majesty,
urgency, and fascination.? God is not a familiar pal whose back we feel free
to smack. God is one who holds our attention, one whose enormity and oth-
erness can make us quake in our boots. Watch out for God. God will change
you. If you encounter God, your life will never be the same.

My teachers in grade school did me a favor by introducing me to this God.
And I must say that if I knew that I was going to meet God in the next five
minutes, I would be more than a little awestruck. A problem arises not when
someone is taught a basic, healthy fear of God, but when fear becomes
ingrained as the primary means of relating to God.

It is possible for fear to become the ruling emotion in a person’s life. There
are people who live by what they fear others will think. Such is the case with

the speaker in T.S. Eliot’s poem, “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” whose
introverted life is ruled by his insecurities:

Shall I part my hair behind?

Do I dare to eat a peach?

I will wear white flannel trousers

And walk along the beach.

I can hear the mermaids singing each to each.
I do not think that they will sing to me.

There are other ways to live a life ruled by fear. Some people live with the
fear that they are worthless and that, therefore, they will not really try to com-
municate who they are to others. Some live with the fear of loneliness or
abandonment, and so they remain in relationships in which they are abused.
Some live with the fear that they will not be successful, and so they lie and
cheat and deceive others for money. Alcoholics and compulsive gamblers
live in such fear that they often cannot admit to themselves that they have a
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problem. Some people live with a deep-seated fear of Oom. |

Fear has many companions. Anger, resentment, self-pity, jealousy, mm._m.
righteousness, and ingratitude can often be found associating with fear. A life
of fear is a terrible way to go.

The Christian God, the Father about whom Jesus taught, is a God not of
fear but of love and forgiveness. The Christian God calms our fears. Jesus
taught about a God who loves and accepts us. This is not a God who wants
to make sure that a large enough quota of people go to hell. God bcnzuﬂ.m
and treasures the very hair on our heads. God is like the father of ﬁrw prodi-
gal son; he hurries out to forgive his son before he even reaches his home
(Luke 15:11-32). God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son
that the world might be saved through him (John 3:16-17). o

And yet this God challenges us to grow. Jesus never said Hw his disciples:
“Don’t change 2 thing. I love you just the way you are.” God is not m. rubber
stamp; God is one who calls us to stretch and at times to groan. 1 EE.W of a
saying 1 saw on a poster recently: “Just because I love you choaa_p_ﬂoDm:%
does not mean that I have given up all hope for your WBEQ&B@EA.

Faith, hope, and love are the Christian remedies against fear and its com-
panions. Faith gives us the trust that opens us to 2 worldview based on .a.um
goodness of God. Hope enables us to take the risks of honesty and humility
in reaching out to others for help and support. Love opens us up to care for
others in a2 way that takes us out of our own problems and heals us. Paul
says that “There are in the end three things that last: faith, hope, and love,
and the greatest of these is love” (1 Corinthians 13:13). | |

In the church today the need to grow in one’s individual faith journey is
balanced by the need to work for peace, justice, and ecological wholeness.
In these issues, too, we are called to be motivated out of love rather than fear.
As Catholic theologian Daniel Maguire puts it:

One thing that hasn't changed in our understanding of sin is our nODQ.mmH of
God's love and mercy. God doesn’t want us to be weighed down with an
overblown sense of our own failure or responsibility or guilt. That would only
immobilize us and keep us from the task at hand. Our call to help transform and
liberate the world...is an opportunity to participate in the creative work of On.d.
We are not alone. The risen Lord and his Spirit are with us, thirsting for justice
in our midst. That is good news—and cause for joyful servicel®

Summary . m
In this chapter I have described something of my own personal journey from
a spirituality based in fear to one more grounded in faith, hope, love, and
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social commitment. The more I think about what I said in the beginning of
this chapter about my own education, however, the more I wonder whether
I was really being accurate. Few things are harder to interpret than one’s own
life story. In the midst of all the negativities from my grade school, I retain
clear memories of how much was taught to me about the love of God.
Because Christians believe that there are three persons in one God, our
approach to spirituality is trinitarian. Having focused in this chapter on God

the Father, we will consider, respectively, Jesus and the Holy Spirit in the next
two chapters.

For Further Reflection
. Have you ever been taught to fear God?
. Do you believe that some people go to hell?
. What is it that can move a person from fear to love?
. In what ways has your own religious education focused on your life-jour-
ney and on the quality of your relationships?

5. How do you think religious education in Catholic schools today most dif-
fers from that of the 1950s?
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Chapter 17

Breaking the Cycle

y wife and I have four boys. The two older ones often seem locked in

conflict. They will be playing together fine one minute, but then in the

next minute things degenerate into “he took my seat,” “stop making
that noise,” “yes I did,” “no you didn’t,” “I don’t want to play with you,” “you're
the biggest creep I ever met,” “why do 1 have to have you for a brother?”

It happened again yesterday. The two older boys were playing a basket-
ball game called HORSE. The eight-year-old made his shot, and then, just for
fun, tossed up a quick practice shot that he missed. The six-year-old did not
see the first shot but did see the missed practice shot, which he thought
should count. The younger one called the older one a name. The colder one
hit him with the ball. The younger one ran into the house screaming.

It took me a while to get the two of them to speak calmly enough to help
us figure out what had happened. Even when they both understood that
there was just a big mix-up, each still proceeded to defend his own position
vehemently and to say nasty things about the other.

It was clear that the argument between these two went far beyond the pre-
cipitating incident. There are extremely deep and complex issues that under-
lie this type of sibling rivalry. As Jacob was born with his hand on Esau’s foot,
so any two brothers close in age find themselves engaged in an ardent con-
test. Does an eighteen-month-old baby really have room in his heart for a
competitor? Will a newborn grow to love the idea that someone comes before
him in rank, privilege, and opportunity?

1 separated the two boys and briefly gave comfort to the six-year-old. Then
[ went in to have a talk with the eight-year-old. Without his brother around
he was like a different kid. He got over his anger and was willing to talk. We
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