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Introduction


As life goes on, a certain maturing normally takes place. After years of schooling we pack away a reasonable stock of knowledge. Work experience brings practical know-how. Travels, readings, and conversations afford us a modest bit of culture. And we may even keep our physical health in check with diets, medical visits, and some regular exercise. Yet somehow in this forward wave of personal progress, one element—unfortunately, the most important—often gets left behind. Our spiritual lives often languish at the level where we left them back when Sunday school ended. Socially and professionally we are adults, but spiritually we may still be adolescents. I hope with this modest book to help bridge the gap between our practical, day-to-day lives and our spiritual lives.


Literature on Christian spirituality generally falls into three categories, which we could loosely term self-help, devotional reading, and spiritual manuals. Self-help books, even those with a Christian veneer, often smack of the spiritual narcissism where spirituality is pursued as a means of feeling better about oneself, rather than an earnest search for truth and transcendence. Our posttherapeutic generation is slowly realizing that the road to happiness does notpass through excessive self-absorption. Devotional reading, while very useful to some, can come across as sentimental and cloying, and somehow disconnected from the real problems and doubts of modern men and women. Spiritual manuals often contain hearty spiritual meat drawn from a long tradition of lived Christianity, but their rigorous structure and technical vocabulary can be off-putting to modern readers. Moreover, these manuals often presuppose much prior spiritual formation that today’s Christians don’t have.


This book aspires to offer something different. First, it takes the Christian proposal seriously, examining gospel teaching and its demands at face value. People who would follow Christ have a right to know what this entails, including both what Christ asks from us and what he promises. This must be done on his terms, not ours. Second, the book translates perennial spiritual concepts into familiar terms. Modern readers are starved for spiritual substance but would like it couched in accessible language that addresses modern problems and speaks to our generation rather than our forbears’. Finally, the book engages readers’ critical intelligence, inviting rather than imposing a closer look at the Christian proposal. It seeks to explain not only the whats of the spiritual life, but just as important, the whys and the hows. Today’s Christian seeks not only instruction, but also motivation and practical guidance. For example, it is one thing to present a general idea of what Christian prayer is and to reiterate the necessity of prayer, and quite another thing to show the real value and joy of prayer, to offer pointers for overcoming obstacles to prayer, and to give practical advice as to what to do during prayer time.


This book aspires to offer not only the whats of the spiritual life, but just as important, the whys and hows.


This work is meant to be a guidebook. A proper guide does not attempt to replace an experience but to accompany and enrich it. A trail guide does not supplant a hike over the mountain but prepares hikers to get the most out of the experience. A guide helps chart a course, explain the terrain, point out pitfalls, and accompany hikers as they confront the unknown. The spiritual life cannot be experienced vicariously but only lived personally, and thus a guide to the spiritual life can only offer hints and suggestions for living it well and recognizing the signs along the way. Reading this book cannot substitute prayer or the practice of virtue, but it can perhaps offer some helpful pointers and motivations to facilitate these activities.


This book is for beginners, but beginners in the broadest sense. It is for rank beginners, for whom the idea of spiritual progress presents a fresh, exciting quest into the unknown. It is for “experienced” beginners, for whom starting over and over again has become something of a profession. It is for humbled beginners, who realize that after much travel they need to retrace their steps and set out anew from square one. It is for curious beginners, who for the first time are considering the spiritual life as something worthy of pursuit. It is even for embarrassed beginners, who realize they should probably be far ahead of where they actually find themselves but simply aren’t. In short, it is for anyone willing to take seriously Jesus’ words: “Unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 18:3 RSV). Beginning, and a willingness to begin over and over again, is part and parcel of the Christian life.


For Christians, the spiritual life includes not only prayer, but also every dimension of friendship with God and the day-to-day experience of following Jesus Christ. This book deals with the aims and objectives of the spiritual life, as well as the natural and supernatural means we have at our disposal to reach our goal. It offers practical counsel, not lofty theory. In fact, I have made a concerted effort in these pages to render the spiritual life accessible and intelligible, rather than distant and esoteric.


As readers will quickly realize, this book tackles the spiritual life from a solidly Christian perspective. It unabashedly distances itself from New Age materials and self-help books by examining the Christian proposal at face value. Relying heavily on sacred Scripture, and especially the New Testament, the book lays out the basics of the spiritual life as gleaned from Jesus’ life and teachings. I, the author, am a Catholic priest and naturally write from my own experience and tradition. Yet not only Catholics but other Christians as well will quickly discover that the perspective of the book is firmly based on the gospel.


The spiritual life presents an adventure unequaled by any other aspect of human existence. No other project or enterprise, no matter how absorbing or exciting, can match it. For spiritual explorers of every sort, this book aspires to be an introductory guidebook into the marvelous challenge of following Jesus Christ and living the riches of the Christian faith. It is Christ himself who assures us: Do not be afraid! I have conquered the world! (see John 16:33).


Part I

WHERE WE ARE GOING

This book is more practical than theoretical, more a how-to book than a speculative essay. But how to what? “How-to” always begs another question: what do you want to do? Once you know the end you are pursuing, you can start looking for the best means. How to fix a leaky faucet, build a deck, rewire the family room, bake a pineapple upside-down cake, make curtains: all of these can be explained once you know what you are after. In the same way, if we are to embark on the spiritual life, we should have some idea of where it ought to lead.

This first part of the book deals precisely with this question. These first four chapters will look at the aim of the spiritual life and thereby set the stage for the following chapters, which will discuss the means to accomplish your objectives. The first chapter deals with holiness, debunking some typical misconceptions and showing how you can pursue and attain holiness in your ordinary life. The second chapter looks at Christian charity, or love, as a compendium of the commandments and the pinnacle of Christian perfection. The third chapter explores the elusive and sometimes mysterious notion of God’s will as a sure source of orientation for our lives and choices. Finally, the fourth chapter shows how imitating Christ, following in his footsteps, is the quickest way to become holy—and happy.



CHAPTER 1


Redefining Success


Holiness and the Meaning of Life


Train yourself spiritually. “Physical exercises are useful enough, but the usefulness of spirituality is unlimited, since it holds out the reward of life here and now and of the future as well.”


1 Timothy 4:7–8


Many years ago, as a junior in college, I unwittingly attended a recruiting session for Amway sales staff. The director of the session started out by speaking about success, and how to achieve our deepest aspirations. Yet every example he used referred to some material benefit. If we signed up for the program, he assured us, we could soon have everything we wanted: a huge house, a Mercedes in the driveway, luxury vacations in exotic places. In short, we would be successful.


Many expressed enthusiasm about what the director was proposing, but I couldn’t help feeling empty inside, thinking, Is that really all there is to life? Is that what it means to be successful? If so, why are so many “successful” people so unhappy?


It struck me as a Christian that this materialistic vision seemed to be lacking the most essential element of true success. Christ’s words came rushing back to me: “For what does it profit a man if he gains the whole world and loses or forfeits himself?” (Luke 9:25 RSV). Since life on earth is so short, any definition of success that confines itself to temporal goods that go with us to the grave cannot do justice to our deepest aspirations. Genuine success must be measured by eternity. Robert Bellarmine wrote,


Prosperity and adversity, wealth and poverty, health and sickness, honors and humiliations, life and death, in the mind of the wise man, are not to be sought for their own sake. But if they contribute to the glory of God and your eternal happiness, then they are good and should be sought. If they detract from this, they are evil and must be avoided.


In Charles Dickens’s classic novel, A Christmas Carol, Ebenezer Scrooge encounters the ghost of his former business associate, Jacob Marley, laden with yards of massive chains, which he must carry forever. Scrooge expresses astonishment at Marley’s punishment and exclaims, “But you were always a good man of business, Jacob,” to which Marley replies sharply: “Mankind was my business!” Our Christian faith declares to us in no uncertain terms: “Holiness is your business!” Holiness is not just one occupation among many, to be juggled along with our other affairs, but the central enterprise of our lives.


Our Christian faith declares to us in no uncertain terms: “Holiness is your business!”


In fact, holiness cannot really be classified as an “activity” at all, since it transcends and includes all our activities. The way we face life, the way we live our relations with our neighbors, the way we fulfill our responsibilities and spend our time—holiness embraces and synthesizes all of these elements. Holiness is, in short, the meaning of life.


God created us for holiness. Or as Paul succinctly put it, “What God wants is for you all to be holy” (1 Thess. 4:3). Sanctification (from the Latin sanctus for “holy”) simply means growth in holiness. Holiness is our vocation, our calling—yours and mine. That is, “Even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him” (Eph. 1:4 RSV). Holiness not only defines the goal of the spiritual life, but the goal of human existence itself. Eventually all other tasks, occupations, projects, and ambitions fade in importance, and the only thing that matters in the final analysis is to be holy, to be saints. Since we were made for heaven, we were made for holiness.


What Holiness Is Not


All this talk about holiness, especially in a book for beginners in the spiritual life, may make some uneasy. The very word holiness may set off a whole series of red flags in our minds. We instinctively recoil at the proposal that we are called to holiness. The word itself may be off-putting and uncomfortable: “Holiness is not for me. Too hard, too weird, too radical.”


Many of us, in fact, don’t identify with holiness. Maybe it seems rare and unachievable, like Mother Teresa’s work with lepers. Perhaps the word brings to mind even stranger images of past eras. After all, some officially recognized saints had pretty odd résumés. Saint Anthony of the Desert battled with demons in the form of wild beasts, Joseph of Cupertino experienced extraordinary levitations, and Vincent Ferrer led groups of flagellants through the streets doing public penance. At best these examples evoke admiration, but they hardly inspire imitation, like extreme stunts accompanied by the warning: Don’t try this at home!


Not only do we feel incapable of many of these feats, but frankly many of us wouldn’t want to imitate them even if we could, since they seem to border on the fanatical. And so we often think of holiness as a condition for eccentric people hatched from eggs, and not for normal folk with their feet on the ground, like us.


The good news is, these extraordinary spiritual phenomena and practices do not constitute holiness. In a few isolated cases they may accompany holiness, but they do not make up the substance of holiness. Nowhere in the gospel does Jesus command us to levitate, and unless recent modifications have been made to the book of Deuteronomy, none of the Ten Commandments deals with ecstasies, stigmata, or self-flagellation. The vast majority of holy men and women, in fact, clearly do not experience extraordinary spiritual phenomena like those I’ve mentioned, so these must not be essential to holiness.


We often think of holiness as a condition for eccentric people hatched from eggs, and not for normal folk with their feet on the ground, like us.


Yet even if we leave aside these mistaken ideas, confusion regarding holiness abounds. Some nonbelievers admit the positive effects of religious belief (morals) while denying the objectivity of religious experience. Others see religion as inherently bad, the “opium of the people,” as Marx said, nourishing false hopes and encouraging an unhealthy detachment from the world. Religious experience and devotion could even be a type of neurosis or an indicator of psychological immaturity.


To clear away some clutter of false ideas regarding holiness, let us briefly list and discard seven things that holiness is not. Then we can get down to the more important business of defining what holiness is, and how we are to go about attaining it.


1. HOLINESS IS NOT SELF-IMPROVEMENT


Some approach spirituality in the generic sense, as a self-centered pursuit of psychological serenity and betterment. Holiness would then become the narcissistic quest of “magical me,” standing before a spiritual mirror and gazing at myself, occasionally removing little stains that threaten to sully my immaculate ego. Yet this has nothing to do with the Christian understanding of holiness. Our own self-importance has to yield to other-centeredness and ultimately God-centeredness in order for us to grow in authentic holiness. In Called to Communion, Joseph Ratzinger wrote, “It is not the perfecting of one’s self that makes one holy but the purification of the self through its fusion into the all-embracing love of Christ: it is the holiness of the triune God himself.”


2. HOLINESS IS NOT JUST THE A VOIDANCE OF EVIL


Defining holiness as the avoidance of sin is like defining a good mother as one who does not beat her children. Of course a holy person will avoid evil, just as a good mother will refrain from beating her children, but holiness really isn’t about avoidance at all. Jesus came so that we might “have life and have it to the full” (John 10:10). Moreover, he sent us out to bear fruit that will last. Holiness is aboutdoing and being, not about avoiding.


Holiness is about doing and being, not about avoiding.


3. HOLINESS IS NOTMERE PHILANTHROPY


For the practical-minded, humanitarian aid may seem much more worthwhile than prayer and love of God. But just as holiness cannot be ientified with prayers alone, nor can it be identified with philanthropy alone. The ultimate horizon of holiness is not some secular, earthly paradise, but heaven. “Storing up treasure for heaven” (see Matt. 6:20) includes but surpasses concern for our neighbor’s temporal good. Almsgiving and works of mercy may be manifestations of true holiness, but they are not holiness itself.


4. HOLINESS IS NOT THE NUMBER OF DISCIPLINES YOU PERFORM


Many confuse devotion with disciplines, with excessive emphasis on external works such as fasting, abstinence, and lengthy prayers. While disciplines are a very good thing, they are not holiness itself but only a help to achieve it. Fasting alone hardly makes a saint. Whereas a certain puritanical spirit tempts us to identify virtue with stoic resistance, grim austerity, and duty for duty’s sake, this doesn’t square well with Jesus’ express wish that our joy may “be complete” (John 15:11). Disciplines are a means to an end, but they are not holiness.


5. HOLINESS IS NOT ABOUT “FEELING” GOD’S PRESENCE


If the overemphasis on externals like disciplines misses the mark, so does an overemphasis on internals, like religious sentiment or sensible consolation. Some people have naturally cooler temperaments, while others wallow in sentimentality. Both are called to be saints, but their holiness doesn’t stand or fall with sensible fervor. The waxing and waning of religious sentiment is a normal spiritual phenomenon and has little or nothing to do with growth in holiness. The greatest saints had moments or even long periods of aridity. Sentiment is not a reliable thermometer of holiness.


6. HOLINESS IS NOT A MEANS TO SOMETHING ELSE


Some try to manipulate their relationships with God as a means to curry his favor—like going to church on Sundays in exchange for financial success. Yet when we do this, we turn everything upside down, like getting married for the sake of a tax break. What God really wants is to transform our hierarchy of values, our way of gauging success—a real conversion or metanoia in the depths of our beings. Union with him can never be pursued as a means to something else, but only as our supreme end.


7. HOLINESS IS NOT AN UNREACHABLE UTOPIA


For some, holiness would be a pipe dream, an idealistic pie in the sky attainable at best only by a lucky few. If so, why strive for something unreachable, like Sisyphus forever pushing a huge stone uphill, only to have it come rolling down again? Yet true holiness is within our grasp, a realistic possibility for each and every one of us. God calls each of us to holiness and provides all the means we need to attain it.


What Holiness Is


Having discarded inadequate notions of holiness, we can turn to the more interesting task of describing what holiness is. Far from a drab, fearful flight from something, holiness expresses the dynamic pursuit of what is most good and beautiful.


HOLINESS IS A GIFT


It gradually lifts us beyond the realm of the natural into the realm of the supernatural. It elevates us far beyond what we could achieve on our own. All the day-to-day striving and effort involved on our parts is nothing other than our constant “yes” to the Giver of this great gift; it expresses our desire and thanks for it. Holiness means tasting the infinite goodness and happiness of God despite the confines of our condition as creatures. It means appropriating, by his own free and generous gift, the very stuff of God.


Holiness means…appropriating, by his own free and generous gift, the very stuff of God.


HOLINESS IS LOVE


And since the stuff of God is infinite supernatural love, in a word, holiness is love. To be holy is to be united with God, who is love itself. As John Paul II put it, “Holiness is intimacy with God.” Holiness consists in a vibrant, living friendship with God in love, which overflows into true self-giving to our neighbor.


The book of Genesis tells us that God created man and woman in his own image and likeness. Further on in sacred Scripture, in John’s first epistle, we read that “God is love” (1 John 4:8). In other words, we were created in the image and likeness of love. To live in love means to reach our full potential as a true reflection of God, who is love.


From a Christian perspective, man was made to love and be loved. And in this striving to live up to our nature we find holiness, since “he who abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him” (1 John 4:16 RSV). Just as there is no true holiness apart from love, so, too, there is no true love apart from holiness. We were not created to be alone, to seek some sort of abstract perfection in isolation from God and from our brothers and sisters, but rather to mirror God who is a community of persons: the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. To love God above all things and our neighbor as ourselves means true human fulfillment.


Moreover, only love brings lasting joy. Generous self-giving to God and neighbor not only makes us good and holy, it also makes us happy. Is there anyone sadder and lonelier than the person who harbors hatred and distrust, who lives centered on himself? Is there anyone happier than a generous soul who lives for God and others? Happiness isn’t found in a life of sin and selfishness, but in a life of love.


Generous self-giving to God and neighbor not only makes us good and holy, it also makes us happy.


The Christian life, like all life, is progressive. Holiness does not refer to a state or condition to be reached, and much less does it resemble a certificate or diploma to hang on our walls. It is life and as such must grow and mature—growth is a law of life. A holding pattern is impossible—we either grow or diminish, advance or retreat, but we cannot stay still.


We can best monitor our progress in holiness by seeing whether or not we are growing in love. The more we forget about ourselves to serve God and others, the more we grow in genuine holiness. Self-giving—the core of love—makes us more like the Holy One, who is love. That is why authentic holiness does not parade about and often goes unnoticed. Think of all the men and women you know who serve others without pretensions, who, like Jesus, simply go about doing good. As long as we remember that sanctification is not about our perfection, but about loving God and others, our pursuit of holiness will stay on the right track.


We can best monitor our progress in holiness by seeing whether or not we are growing in love.


Starting Out


Holiness is not an intellectual pursuit. One can understand much about holiness in theory without achieving it in practice. A doctor’s knowledge of medicine does not guarantee his own health. In fact, the theory of holiness loses all value without the practice, since what is important is not understanding how holiness works, but being holy. How do we transfer speculative knowledge about holiness to the practical domain of life?


The rest of this book attempts to deal with this question by outlining important means to achieve holiness, that is, means to grow in love of God and neighbor. Still, a couple of basic attitudes are necessary if we are to ever get out of the starting gate.


Since God wants you to be holy and will give you all the help you need, there are really only two requirements for becoming holy: desire and courage. Desire moves us to take the necessary steps to advance in holiness and courage helps us overcome the hurdles that are sure to appear. You know that God wants you to be holy, and that holiness is an ideal worthy of pursuit, but this knowledge is not enough. You need to really want to be holy and decide to be holy. You need to make holiness your number-one priority and be willing to take the necessary measures that will lead to holiness.


God wants you to be holy and will give you all the help you need.


It’s not enough to merely shrug our shoulders and say, “Yeah, I guess I probably should work more at that,” somewhere around number thirty-nine on our list of New Year’s resolutions, down among fixing the leaky roof of the garage, correcting our golf slice, and changing the living room upholstery. Holiness has to become our passion, our one overriding aspiration by which we judge our own success.


This means continually reevaluating our priorities so that holiness becomes a real ideal that moves us, rather than just a theory. We can ask ourselves: How much time and effort do I devote to God and others, compared to the time I spend worrying about myself? How much am I willing to give up in order to be faithful to God? How many of my practical decisions are based on my desire to grow in holiness? All other goals will find their proper place, prominent or otherwise, if measured in relation to this prime focus.


Jesus commands us to seek first his kingdom, and the rest will follow, and he also promises that whoever seeks, finds (Matt. 6:33, 7:7).


We have to seek it more than anything else, like the Magi who left home and kin and set out to find the newborn king of the Jews, heedless of the many obstacles and hardships they would face. We need to become enthused with our spiritual lives, realizing that they are the most fruitful and fulfilling adventures we will ever embark on.


Our spiritual lives…are the most fruitful and fulfilling adventures we will ever embark on.


Nonetheless, desire alone does not suffice. Holiness comes at a price. Remember Jesus’ parables of the treasure in the field and the precious pearl (Matt. 13:44–46)? When these treasures are unearthed, the lucky discoverer runs home and sells all he owns to buy the field or the pearl. You can afford to buy them only when you have sold everything else.


It’s not enough to sell off a little excess stock or a few trinkets to “add” holiness to our little private portfolios. We have to want it so badly that we are willing to part with everything else in order to have it. Sell in order to buy, empty in order to fill, depose in order to enthrone. If we do not sell all, we cannot afford to buy. In our hearts nothing can be more important than God and we must be ready to make any necessary sacrifices, small or large, to possess him.


Thus the pursuit of holiness requires courage. We don’t hear much about this ancient virtue in an age that places a premium on ease and comfort. Courage is the virtue of warriors, of those who know they have a battle on their hands and that they won’t gain victory just by sitting around and waiting for it to happen.


Doing good requires more courage than doing evil. In wrongdoing you can often find someone to join you, to applaud your efforts, to justify your actions. In trying to maintain your personal integrity you will frequently find yourself all alone, making what appears to be a hopeless stand against a world that has chosen another path. Swimming upstream always demands more valor than going with the flow. On the cross Jesus felt so alone that he cried out in his anguish, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” And yet in that very moment he was accomplishing our salvation and exhibiting the greatest love the world has ever known.


Courage goes hand in hand with hope. Holiness is possible. God wants it, and he is prepared to give us all the means we need to get there. The poet Francis Thompson has described God as “the hound of heaven,” ceaselessly pursuing us simply because he loves us. What a beautiful source of courage to know that God loves us first, that he refuses to give up on us! After years of resisting God, Saint Augustine had to admit: “You made us for yourself, O Lord, and our heart is restless until it rests in you.”


Courage can even mean heroism and a willingness to be different from the rest. Few obstacles hinder holiness more than the fear of standing out. No one wants to be labeled a “holy Joe” because he spends too much time in the chapel. We aspire to being “normal.” Yet normality is overrated. Although we often associate normality with balance and levelheadedness, it frequently coincides with mediocrity and lukewarmness, a distinctly unevangelical quality. Sociologists coined the term “normal” to describe groups of subjects clustered around the “norm” or median, not standing out either for excellence or for deficiency. Here, “normal” means nothing more than average, mediocre, and run-of-the-mill.


Normality is overrated.


Our urge to blend in with the crowd stands in direct opposition to a more noble yearning for greatness, an aspiration to lofty ideals, and a nostalgia for heroism. Jesus himself calls us to a certain radi-calness. He taught that it is a narrow and hard road that leads to life and that few travel it, while the “gate is wide and the way is easy, that leads to destruction, and those who enter by it are many” (Matt. 7:13 RSV). If nothing else, these words should give us pause if we think that running with the crowd assures us of being on the right track. We wouldn’t want to make like the lemmings that gleefully run off cliffs to their deaths in the subjective security that “everyone else is doing it.”


Remember Christ’s words as recorded in the book of Revelation: “So, because you are lukewarm [read: normal], and neither cold nor hot, I will spew you out of my mouth” (Rev. 3:16 RSV). Somehow, in this light, the idea of mingling in the masses of “normal” people begins to lose its appeal.


On the other hand, normality in another sense does have a place in our pursuit of holiness. It is precisely in ordinary, normal life that holiness comes about. We don’t need special circumstances to grow in holiness; the ordinary will do just fine. Paul said, very simply: “Whether, then, you eat or drink or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God” (1 Cor. 10:31 NASB), and elsewhere adds, “And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him” (Col. 3:17 RSV). Every moment lived in union with God is an occasion to grow in holiness, since love for God must permeate all our activities, not only those specifically oriented to his praise. Our ordinary duties are not an obstacle, but a means for growing in holiness. They provide the setting, the backdrop for the drama of our holiness.


How many lament: “If it weren’t for all the time I have to devote to my spouse and children, I would have more time to grow closer to God,” or “If only I didn’t have to work all day, I would be able to pray more.” Yet God would be very strange indeed, and very unreasonable, if he were to command us to do two contradictory things. Why would he ask us to fulfill certain responsibilities if they served only to draw us farther from him?


We don’t need special circumstances to grow in holiness; the ordinary will do just fine.


We must avoid creating an artificial dichotomy between activities that make us holy and merely human activities with no spiritual value. If we do our work wholeheartedly and well for God, everything serves to lead us to him. Paul again wrote, “Whatever you do, do your work heartily, as for the Lord rather than for men” (Col. 3:23 NASB).


Again, it all comes down to love, which gives value even to the smallest actions and ordinary activities. Love is, of course, one of the most hackneyed and least understood words in the world. For holiness to have real content, love needs to take flesh. This will be our task in the next chapter.


CHAPTER 2

True Love

The Heart of Christian Spirituality

God is love and anyone who lives in love lives in God, and God lives in him.

1 John 4:16

Some words get so hammered over time that it is hard to remember what they originally meant. Just think of what has happened to the word charity, for example. When you hear charity, what comes to mind? You probably think of dropping a few coins in a beggar’s tin cup, sending a check to the Salvation Army, or leaving some old clothes at your local shelter. This is fine and good, but charity, in its original sense, goes far beyond holiday donations to the needy. If you ask a theologian what charity is, he will tell you that charity is a theological virtue that disposes us to love God above all things and our neighbor as ourselves, for the love of God. True enough, but perhaps a bit academic for modern ears. In its truest meaning, charity is simply Christian love.

Now we all know that love is important in the Christian life, but we may not realize just how central it is. Earlier I made the audacious claim that love is the essence of holiness. Two quick facts from Jesus’ life should suffice to drive home the point. First of all, Jesus claimed that love would be the distinctive characteristic of his followers (John 13:35). In other words, you might not be able to recognize a Christian by his hairstyle, the car he drives, the way he dresses, or some secret handshake, but you should be able to pick him out by his love.

Just take a moment to let that sink in. In the midst of the world, among so many people of different faiths and philosophies, folks should be able to spot a Christian by his love. Maybe not at first glance. Charity doesn’t mean walking around wearing a goofy grin or greeting people with a smarmy, “I’m so neighborly” hypersincerity. But on closer observation, a Christian’s self-giving and living for others should make him stand out.

Second, Jesus said that love (for God and one another) not only towers above the other commandments as the most important, it encapsulates in itself the entire moral law (Matt. 22:37–40). Paul likewise wrote, “Love…is the fulfilling of the law” (Rom. 13:10 RSV). Therefore, everything God expects from us, all the precepts and norms and commands, can be summed up in the commandment to love. This is how the great Saint Augustine could boldly claim: “Love and do as you please!” All the “shalt not’s” and “remember to’s” and “you must’s” roll together in a single command: love!

Everything God expects from us, all the precepts and norms and commands, can be summed up in the commandment to love.

And if this weren’t enough, along comes Paul to tell us that no matter what else we do, no matter how great or worthy, it all comes to naught if we do not love. Nothing else, he says—speaking in tongues, prophecy, mountain-moving faith—matters a whit if we do not love. In fact, Paul says we are just a “cymbal clashing” and a “gong booming” if we have these things without love (1 Cor. 13:1).

The value of the things we do comes more from the love we put into them than from their material worth. As Thomas à Kempis put it so well in The Imitation of Christ: “God regards more with how much affection and love a person performs a work, than how much he does. He does much who loves much.” At the final reckoning, only one sort of work will survive the purifying fire: the work done in love and for love.

A Choice, Not a Feeling

The fact that we are commanded to love implies that love is within our grasp. It is something we can choose to do or not to do. This flies in the face of a typical notion of love as a wispy feeling that comes and goes as it pleases: now you feel it, now you don’t. Feelings, as they say, have a mind of their own. But God does not command us to feel a certain way (which would be impossible) but rather to act a certain way and to adopt certain attitudes. His commandment to love our neighbor does not mean that we are obliged to experience warm, fuzzy feelings toward every specimen of the human race, but rather that we are to sincerely desire and work for their good. His commandment that we are to love him with all our hearts, minds, souls, and strength does not mean that our hearts have to go pitter-patter every time his name is pronounced, but that we are to strive to act in a way that pleases him.

To love our neighbor does not mean that we are obliged to experience warm, fuzzy feelings toward every specimen of the human race.

With disturbing frequency I hear husbands and wives tell me that they no longer love their spouses. My spontaneous response is always the same: “Then you had better start!” Romantic feelings come and go, but true love goes well beyond such feelings. Love is not something that happens to you, but something that you choose to do. Our society focuses so strongly on victimhood that we even conceive of ourselves as helpless victims of love’s vicissitudes. We feel like pawns of the inexplicable movements of love, rather than the free decision-makers of whether we will love or not. Whether we feel love or not, we are called to love.

If love is a choice, then the first step in loving is to decide to love. In fact, the decision to love is already love, since love is a practical choice and not an irrational sentiment. Prayer is love, obedience is love, service is love, fulfilling our duties to God and others is love. Every time we prefer others to ourselves or choose to do something not because we feel like it, but because it is the right thing to do, we are loving.

Loving God

Jesus’ “great commandment” is broken into two parts: love of God and love of neighbor. We usually jump over the first part and head right for the second, since love of neighbor seems more concrete and practical than love of God. In fact, if you ask someone whether he loves God, he is likely to look nervously at the ground and mutter something like, “I suppose so.” If you were to press further and ask what it means to love God, his uneasiness would only increase. He would probably respond that loving God means going to church on Sundays and praying.

It isn’t easy to define love for God, which means we have a hard time knowing whether we really love him or not. If love for God doesn’t consist in warm, cozy feelings, in what does it consist? The answer is twofold: making him a part of our lives (the most important part), and doing his will.

We often think that the opposite of love is hate, but it isn’t. The opposite of love is indifference. Love and hate are both passions and imply that another person is meaningful and important to us, albeit in radically different ways. Indifference means that the other doesn’t matter to us at all, and as far as we are concerned the other could be dead. Now apply this to your relationship with God. How many people—starting with ourselves—conduct their lives as if God didn’t exist? As if he weren’t our greatest Benefactor who had given us life and all the qualities and gifts we possess?

We rarely deny him outright, but our lives betray a practical atheism that leaves God out of our daily decisions and plans as if he didn’t exist, or at least didn’t matter. How often we are like the prodigal son, snatching up our inheritance without a thought or a word for our heavenly Father, source of our lives and every good! If we want to love God, we must acknowledge him, make room for him, bring him into our plans and decisions.

The first step in loving God is acknowledging him, making room for him, bringing him into our plans and decisions.

LOVING GOD MEANS COMMUNICATING WITH HIM

Practically speaking, making room for God means not only thinking about him but also talking to him. Recognizing God’s presence shouldn’t be like recognizing the existence of the Gobi Desert or Saturn—a purely speculative nod toward realities with little or no impact on our existence. We give God a place in our lives when we recognize him as a person, our Creator and Redeemer, and converse with him in friendship and gratitude.

Moreover, he deserves not just any place, but the first place, and this is what it means to call him Lord. For the saints, God’s presence is a real and present reality, and he is the first one to be consulted before making a decision, the first to be thanked for blessings received, the first to be greeted in the morning before beginning the day. And the more we devote ourselves to loving God with our whole hearts, the more that love fills us with peace and joy.

Jean-Pierre de Caussade wrote in Abandonment to Divine Providence, “For those who abandon themselves to it, God’s love contains every good thing, and if you long for it with all your heart and soul it will be yours. All God asks for is love, and if you search for this kingdom where God alone rules, you can be quite sure you will find it…. To love God is to want to love him in all sincerity.”

LOVING GOD MEANS FREELY OBEYING HIM

The second dimension of loving God deals with obedience to his will. There has been much debate among theologians and people dedicated to the spiritual life concerning the role of obedience in the Christian life. Some have hazarded the hypothesis that obedience compromises love, and that true love releases us from the bonds of obedience. In one sense this is undoubtedly true, in that love frees us from slavish obedience to arbitrary norms, fulfilled out of fear. On the other hand, love clearly does not stand at odds with an active desire to please the one you love. In fact, it implies it: “Love consists, not in the extent of our happiness, but in the firmness of our determination to try to please God in everything, and to endeavor, in all possible ways, not to offend Him” (Teresa of Ávila, Interior Castle). Love would lose all meaning if it were to justify actions and attitudes that displeased the one loved.

For those who abandon themselves to it, God’s love contains every good thing.

Jesus used rather forceful language when relating obedience to love. “If a man loves me, he will keep my word” (John 14:23 RSV). The first and most convincing sign of true love for God is obedience to his commands (1 John 2:4–5). Love indeed surpasses and completes the commandments, but it doesn’t replace them. Love makes the commandments deeper, more demanding. We are no longer to obey out of strict obligation and fear, but out of filial love and a desire to respond to God’s love for us by loving him in return. How could we possibly love God if we were to callously disregard or shun the demands he makes on us?

Much of our practical efforts to love God, therefore, consist in trying to find out what God wants from us and actively putting it into practice. For example, if at the beginning of your day, when planning your to-do list, you consciously ask yourself, What does God want from me today? you have already made great strides toward loving him better.

One final consideration on loving God relates to a practical means to grow in this love. Human love comes as a response to divine love. We love because we are loved (1 John 4:19). Though a firm resolution to love is important, the more we experience God’s passionate love for us, the more we will be spontaneously moved to love Him. As one holy man put it: “Anyone who loves God in the depths of his heart has already been loved by God. In fact, the measure of a man’s love for God depends upon how deeply aware he is of God’s love for him” (Diadochus of Photice, On Spiritual Perfection).

And another great Christian, Ignatius of Loyola, ended his famous Spiritual Exercises with a “contemplation to obtain love.” Very simply, this contemplation consists in recalling the many gifts we have received from God, beginning with the gift of existence itself. We are invited to slowly call to mind the countless material and spiritual gifts God has given us during our lives, and from this reflection on how much God loves us we are moved to want to love him better and better. A greater openness to God’s love for us inevitably blossoms into an increased love for him.

A greater openness to God’s love for us inevitably blossoms into an increased love for him.

Loving Our Neighbor

Though love for God is the first of all the commandments, it cannot be separated from love for our neighbor. In fact, love for neighbor is often the best thermometer of our love for God. Teresa of Ávila wrote, “We cannot be sure if we are loving God, although we may have good reasons for believing that we are, but we can know quite well if we are loving our neighbor.”
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