The Great Mysteries

Introduction to the New Edition

The Great Mysteries was written a decade ago in response to a challenge from my
friend and teacher Father John Shea: "Someone," he said, "should write a
catechism one generation ahead of the present 'new' catechisms."

"What do you mean by that?" | demanded.

"The [then] recent catechisms, like Life In Christ and the Dutch catechism and all
the others, provide new answers to the old questions. Someone should do a
catechism that asks new questions."

"What kind of questions?"

"Questions which, instead of applying religious truths to life, search in life for hints
that point at religious truth."

There was much talk in those days in certain Catholic theological circles about
"correlation." The reference was to the link between human experience and
religious symbol: the symbol, on the one hand, illuminating the experience, but the
experience, on the other hand, giving richness and texture and depth to the
symbol. Marriage is the great sacrament because it both gives us a hint of what
God's love is like and is in itself illumined by what we know of God's love.

What Shea was suggesting, it seemed to me, was a correlational catechism that
linked religion and life experience in a mutuality in which each illumined the other
instead of a catechism in which religious truth was imposed independently of life.

Reviewers were not altogether enthusiastic, "How can you have a catechism," one
demanded, "if there are only twelve questions?"

The Apostles Creed ... ? That, one presumes, was not quite what the reviewer
meant.



Another reviewer, totally missing the point, evaluated the catechism in light of the
hierarchy's now buried and forgotten catechetical directory, evaluating, in other
words, a correlational catechism with an a priori technique. Whether The Great
Mysteries is or isn't a catechism depends on your point of view. | mailed a copy of it
to my good friend the late Cardinal John Wright, then the head of the Congregation
of Clergy and presumably responsible for all the catechisms in the world. "l don't
want your approval,” | told John, "but | thought you'd be interested. If you arrange
to condemn it, it would doubtless help sales enormously."

"Andrew," the Cardinal bellowed merrily, "It's a splendid book! But it is not the kind
of catechism of which we disapprove! And by that you should not conclude that |
therefore approve it either!"

(At the pasta restaurant Borgo San Pietro, perhaps it was the same night, the
Cardinal bellowed with equal cheerfulness, " Andrew, | disagree with everything for
which you stand and | shall continue to defend even to the death my right to persist
in my disagreement with you!")

Generally the reaction seems to have been that The Great Mysteries was a book of
spirituality rather than catechetics as catechetics is presently defined. Such a
reaction failed to understand the possibility of religious instruction in which it is
understood (as catechetical writers in the future will surely understand) that
catechetics and ascetics, religious instruction and spirituality, are the same activity.
There has been little progress in the last decade, unfortunately, towards the
development of such a view of religious instruction.

Candidly, that surprises me.

Insofar as theology has not become identical with political ideology, that last
decade has brought a major thrust of American theology in the imaginative
direction: the work on narrative theology done by John Navone and Thomas
Cooper, John Shea's Stories of God and Stories of Faitb, David Tracy's Blessed Rage
for Order and The Analogical Imagination. All of these suggest the kind of
catechetical revolution which | tried to herald in writing The Great Mysteries.
Moreover, convergence around the themes of metaphor in narrative in a number
of scholarly disciplines, a convergence to which Tracy has made a significant
contribution, would again suggest that the time was ripe for a correlational
catechism. A catechism that offered new questions rather than new answers, it
would seem, might stand between serious theological reflection, on the one hand,
and popular religious education, on the other. But most catechetical writers do not
seem to have taken narrative theology seriously. Perhaps they are weary after so
many changes of fashion. Perhaps "religious education" has already gone through



"story theology" as one more fad that destroyed an important insight. As Father
James Mahoney put it in a marvelous Irish bull, "If Jack Shea were dead, he'd roll
over in his grave because of what the religious education people are doing with
story theology."

Those of us who reject an a priori approach to religion either as sociology or as
religious instruction or theology will win in the long run. Clearly the wave of history
is on our side.But right now the long run looks longer than it did when | first wrote
The Great Mysteries. "A hundred years!" Shea now says glumly.

What was first written as the catechism for the next generation may, alas, end up
as a catechism for the next century What a bargain, then, it is to be able to buy it in
this century!

My efforts have gone in three directions since | wrote The Great Mysteries (four if
you count another effort in this area, The Bottom Line Catechism, a partial though
apparently necessary regression to exclusively cognitive religion urged on me by
the distinguished Dan Herr).

First of all, | tried to assemble a collection of short stories which would accompany
each chapter of this book together with commentary and discussion that would
constitute a "tool box" for correlational religious instruction. The project collapsed
because the colleague with whom | was working lost her nerve when the first
potential publisher summarily rejected the plan.

The second development of The Great Mysteries approach might be described as
the catechism for the generation after the next. Convinced by the story theologians
that narrative was the fundamental, primordial, and most effective way to
communicate a religious tradition, | turned to writing theological novels, comedies
of grace, parables of God's love. The correlations between religious symbols and
human experience outlined in this catechism became for my novels the structure,
the warp and the woof of the stories that | would tell. One of my friends became
bitterly angry at me and, indeed, terminated the friendship when | started to write
novels (without even reading the first one) because, as she put it, she was tired of
having to defend me and tired of being identified with me. "You should stick to
writing things like The Great Mysteries," she wrote. "That's where your talents

are.

Well, perhaps. Though | might respond that the research done on the readers of my
novels suggests that they perceived, even if she did not, that the novels are
catechetical in intent and nothing more than a straight linear development out of



the approach to religion on which this book is based.

| do not see any of the three catechetical approaches to religion excluding the
other two: Traditional catechisms (like The Bottom Line) a prioristic and
propositional, have a useful and important role to play in the work of the Church.
The newer catechisms, of which this one is, alas, the only representative -- the
correlational catechisms which link in mutual illumination human mysteries and the
divine mysteries, the human experience and the religious symbol which matches it -
- are equally important in a more sophisticated and independent world. Finally,
supplementing these two catechetical approaches (the latter traditional to the
extent that it still asks questions and provides answers), the theological novel
passes on religion because in it the correlational link between symbol and
experience, between human mystery and divine mystery, becomes the structure of
a story.

An intelligent approach to religious education, | should think, requires all three.

However, since we are a race whose little children demand wearily at the end of
each day, "Momma, tell me a story," I've no doubt which approach will be most

popular with catechetical consumers.

Only the catechetical novel will break out of the classroom and the rectory parlor
and be read on buses, commuter trains, and jet planes.

My third effort was to elaborate a theory of the sociology of religion which would
generate testable hypotheses of the religious imagination. Briefly, (in such books as
Religion a Secular Theory and The Religious Imagination) I've modeled religion as a
four-step phenomenon: an experience which renews our hope (either a spectacular
mystical experience of the sort about which William James wrote or, more likely, an
ordinary hope-renewing experience-sun. set, a reconciliation after a quarrel, a
touch of a friendly hand, a smile on the face of a child, etc.); an image retained in
our memory recalling that experience and enjoying the potential to provide
direction and purpose for our lives (and hence called a symbol or even a
sacrament); a story by which we share our symbol and our experience with others
by trying to activate in the imagination of our listeners residual traces of similar
experiences they've had; and, finally, a story-telling community to which it is easy
to tell our stories because the members of that community share the same
repertory of privileged or overarching symbols that we do (a story-telling
community might also be called a church). Experience, image, story, and
community or, to put it in more theological terms, grace, sacrament, ritual, and
church.

An operational measure derived from this theory, seeking to ascertain a



respondent's image of God (mother or father, friend or king, spouse or master,
lover or judge) proved to be a more powerful predictor of social and political
attitudes and behaviors and familial relationships than any of the regular measures
of religious devotion. How we imagine God, in other words, is much more
important to how we behave than doctrinal propositions about God to which we
assent. Stories of God "correlate" with the stories we are "writing" of our own
lives.

Reconsidering The Great Mysteries ten years later in light of these developments in
my own reflection on religion and religious imagery, | see no need to make any
changes in this book, which somehow disappoints me. When | was writing it, |
viewed it as a preliminary step in the direction of a catechism for the next
generation. | had hoped that there would be enough reactions to and discussions of
the technique being used to enable me to refine and develop my own approach as
the years went on. The Great Mysteries has done reasonably well. It has sold more
than enough copies each year to justify keeping it in print for ten years, which is no
mean feat for any book. If the catechetical approach which it represents has been
somewhat slow to catch on, neither has it been completely rejected.

Ten years from now, God willing, there will be reason to substantially revise The
Great Mysteries. | would appreciate hearing, from anyone who uses this book,
suggestions for such revision.

May 28,1985

Introduction

Religion is grounded in human experience. In the midst of the frustrations, the
ambiguities, the sorrows, the pleasures, the joys, the uncertainties of our lives, we
occasionally sense that there may be something else going on. For some people, this
"something else" is encountered in a dramatic, overpowering, ecstatic way. But for
most of us it is perceived briefly and dimly: in the smile on a child's face, the glory of a
sunset, or a day of pleasure and joy with good friends. At such times we feel at one with
ourselves, nature, humanity. We know, of course, that the smile will vanish from the
child's face, the sun will set and darkness will cover the earth, and our friends will go
home, leaving us alone. We know that our perceptions of good things will end with our
own death; but in that fleeting glimpse of the possibility of "something else" being at
work in the world, we get a hint—sometimes faint and sometimes very strong—that there
is something else in the universe besides our own brief and fragile life. It is out of these
hints that humankind fashions religion.



There are different names to describe this Something Else: the Sacred, the Ultimate, the
Transcendent, the Other, and, in a marvelous burst of German existentialist redundancy,
the Totally Other. But whatever we call that phenomenon which flits across our
preoccupied, mundane consciousness, religion is that kind of human activity which
attempts to relate our life to the Something Else which may be at work in the universe.
The most basic of religious questions—maybe the only one that really matters—is
whether we can accept the claim to graciousness and loving care which the Something
Else seems to be making in our occasional encounter with it.

There have been some extraordinarily powerful and intense experiences of the
Something Else down through human history. From these special events come the great
religious traditions, which attempt to share these very special experiences with those
who "were not there." A wandering collection of desert nomads became aware of their
common peoplehood at the foot of a mountain, and in that awareness experienced the
graciousness of the God who, on his own initiative, entered into a covenant with them
that constituted them a people. The rest of Jewish religious history consists of efforts to
keep alive the memory of the Sinai experience so that those who were not there could
encounter the love and goodness of the gracious Lord of Sinai.

Similarly, a group of Galilean peasants, fishermen, and tradesmen developed an
extraordinary relationship with a very special kind of popular preacher. Much to their
sorrow, he did not establish the temporal kingdom everyone expected. He was arrested
and executed by the soldiers of the occupying power. But to their complete
astonishment, his followers did experience him as supremely alive after he died. In the
power of that Easter experience of the risen Lord they came to understand, as they
never had done previously, what he was talking about when he preached. They
perceived him as a special messenger of God who preached, more strongly than anyone
ever had before, the great intensity and intimacy of the Something Else's love for
humankind. Indeed, they saw that the Something Else—God—was present in Jesus in a
unique and special way so that he was God's son in a way others were not.

They saw that life did matter, that God did love his creatures, that death was not the
end, and that with the coming of Jesus a new era in human history had begun.
Humankind was getting a second chance, a fresh new start. Filled with enthusiasm and
excitement over this experience —which ran contrary to the fears and insecurities of
their own personalities—they immediately went forth to share the Good News of their
experience with the rest of humankind.

Thus came Christianity.

It rose out Of the Easter experience of the apostles: Jesus who had been crucified was
still alive. He was the "Christ," the chosen one of God. And it was about the "Christ
experience" that the apostles began to preach. They wanted others to share in their
experience and to see that God, by protecting his beloved son from death, had



validated, confirmed, reinforced, ratified the Good News which Jesus had preached.

Note well two things about the early preaching of the followers of Jesus, for these two
things tell us much about religion, specifically the religion that emerged from the Christ
experience.

First of all, their preaching was not aimed at winning converts. They did not use
elaborate or sophisticated arguments. (Although there were traces of such arguments
even in their early preaching. Humans are philosophical animals, and their need to ask
philosophical questions can never be long denied.) Rather they tried to share their
experience with others. They wanted their listeners to experience the risen Jesus the
way they had. If they could communicate the Christ experience, that was enough. So
they used pictures, stories, and images more than they used arguments. They tried to
appeal to the Something Else experiences of their audiences so that they could show
how their Christ experience validated and confirmed and enormously enriched all the
experiences of hope and joy and love and celebration that everyone has. Like all
religious preachers, the apostles quickly learned that you must call out of the recesses
of emotional memory the experiences of others in order for them to be able to share in
your experience. You do not argue as much as you tell stories, draw pictures, stir up
images so that you can touch the depths of the religious creativity which is at work
constantly—if often only peripherally—in the consciousness of others.

Secondly, the apostles were not teaching speculative or theoretical knowledge. They
were not interested in teaching metaphysical, scientific, or historical knowledge of the
sort that people would later treat of in learned dissertations. Their concerns were
preeminently practical. They wanted people to change their lives by experiencing the
risen Jesus, the one who had already transformed the lives of the apostles themselves.
And this transformation was not primarily an intellectual or speculative matter at all—
though since it was a thoroughly human event, the intellect was by no means absent.
The Easter experience, the Christ event, showed humans how to live because it
explained to them what life means and of what the Something Else is which underpins
life.

All religious knowledge, then, is practical before it becomes speculative. In time it
becomes the basis for that elaborate and complex religious reflection called theology.
Theological activity begins very early, however; necessarily, because as humans we must
reflect and speculate at every step. Religious knowledge is practical, but not because it
ordinarily provides a detailed program for human living; such programs evolve only with
time, and not infrequently stray far from the insight of the original religious experience.
It is practical because it illuminates the most basic and dense agonies that torment
human life; it speaks to us of good and evil, life and death, love and hate, hope and
tragedy. If one can cope with those terrible uncertainties, the problems of daily life
begin to fall into place; but if the chaos implicit in those uncertainties cannot be held in
check, we live our daily lives poised perilously close to the brink of absurdity and



despair. Religion is practical because it tells us how to live. It tells us how to live by
explaining what our life means.

In this catechism | intend to take a dozen of the images, pictures, and stories which have
traditionally been used to communicate the apostles' Easter experience of the risen
Jesus, and show that light can be shed on the basic dilemmas of our existence if we
permit ourselves to share the Christ experience the first Christians had.

It will be argued that this is a revolutionary and perhaps dangerous new approach to
catechetics. Itis not. On the contrary, it is a return to the form of religious instruction
that has been characteristic of most of Catholic history. The technique of this catechism
may be a striking departure from the catechetics—conciliar or even post-conciliar-that
we have come to take for granted; but those catechetical approaches most of us
remember from childhood years were very untraditional-however useful they may have
been in that time and in those circumstances.

Religious knowledge and religious teaching are both experiential and practical. One
need only read the New Testament to confirm that truth. But our catechisms for the
last century or so have been abstract, theoretical, speculative. They have addressed
themselves to complex metaphysical, scientific, historical, and ethical issues which go
far beyond that religious knowledge which stirs up in us an experience of the Other and
tells us what human life means.

In principle one cannot object to abstract religious speculation as long as the basic
practical and experiential aspect of religious knowledge is given primary emphasis; but
the catechisms and the religious education they represent have got so bogged down in
speculative discussion that they produce, not a reexperience of the Easter joy but, if
anything, the experience of Peter, James, and John falling asleep in the Garden of Olives.

How many times, for example, we have heard someone say: "Do you still believe in the
divinity of Jesus?" or "l can no longer accept the divinity of Jesus." or "My big problem
with Christianity is that I'm not sure whether Jesus was God."

Note what has happened. A truth of faith has become an intellectual matter that is
either the subject of an examination to determine whether one is orthodox, a barrier
which must be surmounted before one can join the Christian community, or a doubt
about which one can endlessly agonize.

That is not, | would submit, what religion is all about. The proper question is not "What
do we have to believe?" but rather "What light is shed on the uncertainties and agonies
of human existence by the experience-producing pictures, stories, and images of our
faith?"



| do not wish to suggest that it is pointless to worry over the metaphysical problem of
how humanity and divinity are combined in, a special way in Jesus. Christians have
philosophized over that question since the beginning—without ever coming up with a
completely satisfactory answer, be it noted. But | would contend that the basic religious
guestion about Jesus is not "How is he different from the rest of us?" but "Can | live in
the gloriously joyous world view which Jesus came to share with us and which
Christianity claims to have validated in the experience of the Easter event?"

Such a question does not represent a watering down of faith. It does not try (as did
Bishop Robinson in his Honest to God) to make religion palatable to modern scientific
empiricism by eliminating all wonder and mystery. On the contrary, it is much easier to
make an intellectual assent to the special presence of the deity in Jesus than it is to
accept the world view that Jesus represents in such a way that it transforms our life.

This "new" approach to catechetics is not easy to sell. Many Catholics were raised in an
environment where metaphysical, abstract, and speculative questions were the most
important ones. They are reluctant to give them up or to postpone considering them
until they understand the Christian vision from the inside. Since one can understand a
vision from the inside only by living it, the insistence that intellectualizing must come
before instead of after commitment precludes the possibility of commitment—which
actually seems to suit many people just fine.

However, the preaching of the apostles, as well as the whole of human religious history,
shows that one can reflect on religious experience only after internalizing the
experience itself. Catechetics, which we thought to be traditional, put the cart before
the horse.

And under those circumstances, oddly enough, the cart didn't move at all.

This catechism, then, assumes that reflection and speculation will come after one has
experienced the Christian vision from the inside, after one has permitted the truths of
the Christian faith to illumine and direct one's life. But there is a major difference
between contemporary humans and their predecessors of apostolic times, who were
convinced by the story (or the picture or the image). It did not have to be analyzed or
interpreted in any great detail to provide acceptable answers to the great questions
which plague human life. We live in a far more analytic age. We ask not merely what
life means but what the stories which purport to explain life mean. Before, during, and
after we share in the great experiences which formed our religious tradition, we must
have explicit interpretations of the meaning of those experiences. We must take them
apart, analyze them, "unpack" them so that we can examine every detail of their
meaning.

Hence this is a catechism of interpretation. Its goal is not to argue, not to persuade, not
to provide abstract and speculative theories, but rather to explain how the central



truths of the Christian tradition purport to explain the human condition for those who
permit them to do so. There is more speculation and theory in it than in the New
Testament, because we are a far more theoretical people than our predecessors, and
our interpretations need to be much more detailed than theirs. But we are still plagued
with the same questions about the meaning of human life that plagued them. We must,
if we are to be Christians, experience the responses to those questions which the Christ
event elicited from them.

So far | have called the means by which this experience is communicated "stories,
images, and pictures" or "truths of the faith." The first series is awkward and the second
phrase can easily be taken in an abstract and theoretical sense (though it need not be so
understood). Two better words, which come from the same Latin and Greek word, are
"symbol" and "mystery." By "symbol" | do not mean only a symbol; | mean a story that
tells us what human life means. By "mystery" | do not mean something that is hard to
cope with because it is obscure and baffling; | mean something that is hard to cope with
because it is so bright and dazzling. To say that the resurrection of Jesus is a symbol
does not mean that Jesus did not really rise from the dead; it means rather that his
resurrection is a story (and in therewith and Christian religions, since they are historical,
almost all the meaning-giving stories must be based on historical fact). It tells us
something very important about the meaning of human life; it tells us that we will all
survive death—a fact far more astonishing than the survival of one man who died.

The Greek word from which "symbol" and "mystery" come can also be translated as
"secret." St. Paul is frequently translated as speaking of the great "secret" hidden from
the ages and revealed in the Lord Jesus.

One can then speak of truth of faith, mystery of faith, symbol of faith, secret of faith, or
even revelation of faith. The reader may choose. | use "mystery" because many readers
will find it very hard to wrestle themselves free from the "only a symbol" meaning; for
the same reasons will use the word "reveals" instead of "symbolizes."

This catechism is deliberately short. Many readers are frightened off by a long
catechism. | believe that one ought to be able to interpret the principal mysteries of
Christianity and describe what they reveal to us in a relatively brief number of words—
not too many more than in the Gospel stories themselves. Hence | am making no
attempt to be comprehensive, to cover all the doctrines which must be believed under
pain of mortal sin. The reader will note that | say nothing on the much controverted
subject of papal infallibility. The reason for this omission is not that | reject the doctrine
but that, despite all the controversy which has raged around it during the last hundred
years, it is not at the absolute dead center of the Catholic tradition. The Church was
able to survive without its explicit formulation for eighteen centuries, and while
infallibility may be important, it is not nearly as important as resurrection. To put the
matter differently, the doctrine of infallibility may rekindle the Easter experience and
the Christ event for some people, but its potential for doing so is limited, | think. It may



be a mystery, but it is not one of the great mysteries, and hence can safely be left to
other and longer volumes.

| have tried, however, to include all the great mysteries, the core revelatory images of
the Christian tradition. To say the same thing from another direction, | have tried to ask
the basic questions of human life to see what light Christianity can throw on the
frightening, uncertainties which plague our temporal and fragile existence. | shall
follow the order of the old catechism more or less, because there is no reason not to;
but in the catechetical approach on which this book is based, there is no necessary
logical order. We do not progress down a direct path of logically arranged truths;
rather we circle around the same poignant question: What, if anything, does my life
mean? | examine that question in the light of the Christ event as it is reflected in the
great mysteries of the Catholic Christian heritage.

There will necessarily be overlapping among the chapters. A perfect diamond reflects
and refracts intensified light from its facets as one inspects it from different angles; it is
not revealed in all its richness from only one perspective. Yet no matter what way one
turns the precious stone, it is still the same diamond. Thus it is with the mysteries of
the Christ event; it is one encounter with God viewed from many different angles.

Religion, as | have defined it, is action-oriented; the religious experience impels
humankind to act, and only later to reflect on the sudden burst of illuminating insight.
The apostles encountered the risen Lord in the Easter experience and then went forth to
preach. Only in time did they begin to seek out categories to explain and articulate
what had happened in that encounter. These categories were simple at first and then
became more subtle and complex. But religion is not a system of ethics. Religion
responds to the basic and ultimate anxieties of human life, and by so doing paints a
broad picture of how the good man lives. Most religious traditions adopt ethical
systems, developed either by their own members or out of their pagan heritage. Ethical
systems fill in the details, sometimes at the cost of obscuring the broad picture. There is
an extremely powerful and comprehensive ethical demand in the Christ event: we must
love and serve others as God loves and serves us. He who is caught up in the joy of
Easter must bear that joy to others by his loving and happy care of them.

However useful and necessary ethical systems may be, and however much they run the
risk of turning the spirit of the law into its letter, they are not the same as religion. A
systematic ethics may be derived from religious insight, although the various attempts
to do so during the last two thousand years have not always been successful. The point
is that these systems are derivative and no substitute either for the ethical demand
which is at the core of the original Christ event or for a decision to respond to that
demand. Hence in the present volume there will be rather little about systematic moral
obligations—though these are by no means unimportant. Christianity is not an ethical
system but a response to the Christ event, a response which reorders our life both



toward the Something Else and toward all the "someone elses" with whom we share the
planet.

The reader who seeks reassurance in this catechism from the rote repetition of the
answers he learned mechanically as a child will be disappointed. He should not
conclude that the book is lacking in orthodoxy. | intend to deny nothing; | seek, rather,
to interpret some of the core truths of faith. My approach may be useful to some and
not useful to others. Those who do not find it useful would save great strain on their
blood pressure if they simply discarded it now instead of writing a letter of
condemnation to the Congregation of the Clergy in Rome.

Those who find it useful may conclude that despite the imperfections which mark any
tentative beginning, this catechism points the way back to the religious education of the
past and forward to the religious education of the future.

The Mystery of God

Is there any purpose in my life? (Why did God make me?)*

Our lives seem to drag on aimlessly, pointlessly. When we are young we are filled with
enthusiasm and vigor, and we are less likely to be aware of the emptiness that lurks just
below the surface of our great plans and our passionate pleasures. Those over thirty
know beyond doubt what the young perceive but dimly: we are all dying. Time goes
more quickly, summers are shorter, the years roll around more rapidly, we are not as
vigorous as we used to be, and our energies and strengths and ambitions begin to
weaken. The body does not respond the way it once did.

We watch the death notices more carefully, and we find ourselves attending more
wakes and funerals. We are growing old, and death is much nearer than it was only a
year ago. We had hoped for so much, we had expected so much, we had such bright
dreams; now all that seems left is to grow older and then die.

We try to pretend to ourselves and to others that we are "as young as we ever were,"
but the pretence is hollow. Our lives, which looked so long in anticipation, look very
short in retrospect. We accomplished so little, and now it is almost over. What was it all
about? Why bother to live at all? What was the point of the whole collection of events
which was us?
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Life is filled with so many senseless events. Mindless tragedies fill our newspapers every
day-airplane crashes, the murder of innocent children, insane terrorism, natural
disasters. And much in our own lives seems without purpose or meaning-a rainstorm on
a picnic or parade day, a bad cold when we are having a party, a handicapped child, the
early death of a parent or spouse, a broken marriage, a car that won't start in the
morning, a wrong number in the middle of the night, the loss of savings through
inflation or depression, the misunderstandings and needless hurts of family life, the
treason of friends, the envy of neighbors. Such tragedies, some large and some very
small, seem to be without pattern or intent. Why do they happen?

Life, too, seems devoid of intent and purpose. Why does it happen?

Some scientists tell us that the whole universe is merely the result of random chance
operating among atoms. About such an issue most of us are not much concerned, but
when we look at our own daily, weekly, monthly, and yearly existence, such randomness
and purposelessness is disturbing. When we were very young we thought we could plan
our lives. Now we know that plans-large or small-almost always go awry. If there is any
plan at all to our existence -and it is by no means clear that there is-then it must be
Someone Else's plan.

We try not to ask these questions about meaning very often. We try not to wonder
about purpose and chaos because the question is so large and so frightening. It is much
easier to go about the daily tasks of eating and drinking, working and raising children,
paying the bills or not being able to pay them, occasionally relaxing. Then we don't have
time to worry about meaning and purpose; but the question still weighs heavy. Is life
really "a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing"? Is it really a
meaningless interlude caught between two oblivions? Are we really subject to mindless,
impersonal forces which care not at all about us? Are we really alone?

It often seems to be so. Life is mindless, purposeless, random, absurd. We live out our
days, trying to keep our heads above water, and then it all comes to an end and we are
quickly forgotten. So let us eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow or the next day or
surely the day after we will die.

And yet.... And yet we wish it were not so. There is in the depths of the human
personality a stubborn and ineradicable conviction that our existence does have
meaning and purpose no matter how problematic or obscure that purpose may be. We
are caught between the seeming mindless arbitrary cruelty that we see all around us
and this intractable conviction of purpose, which will not go away even when we are
convinced that it is nothing more than self-deception.

Occasionally we think we have seen glimpses of what that purpose may be. For some
people these glimpses are extraordinarily powerful. For a few brief moments the
universe seems to flood into their personality, time stands still, and they feel they are



lifted out of themselves, able to see the unity of the cosmos and their own place in it.
Light, heat, warmth pour into them and they emerge with the unshakable conviction
that everything will be all right.

Such experiences, in which conviction from without speaks overwhelmingly to
conviction from within, are not so rare as we once thought. Still, two-thirds of our
number do not have them; yet we all catch occasional flashes which shake us out of the
dull routine, the ordered chaos, the noisy desperation of every day-and they make us
wonder.

And wonder is the name of the game. It can be as elaborate as for the theoretical
physicist who remarked that whatever is responsible for the universe seems to have
known a lot of complex mathematical formulas long before we did. It can be as
complicated as for the scientist pondering the immensity of space through which the
light we see now has traveled since before the earth began; or as for the chemist
realizing that inner space is filled with a dizzying array of tiny particles so small that if
the atom were the size of the Milky Way, these particles would be smaller than the
earth. Wonder can be as for the anthropologist realizing that if the age of the earth
were one year, humankind appeared four hours before midnight on December 31, and
civilization appeared just a half second before the stroke of midnight.

Or wonder can be as simple as a glimpse of a starry sky at night, the smell of spring
returning for another year, the rushing of a brook through a forest, the joy of exquisite
pleasure with one's spouse, the rose and gold rays of sunset, returning- to where we
grew up. Every interlude of wonder, simple or complex, forces upon us the same
question: How come?

The words are the same whether we ask them in times of weariness, disappointment,
frustration, tragedy; or in times of joy, insight, contentment. But with an experience of
wonder they take on a totally different connotation. Then we are trying to explain, not
absurdity but an intimation of graciousness, a hint that beyond the limits there is
something else. Why the beautiful mathematical relationships? Why space-inner and
outer? Why time and our place in its continuum? Why the sky, the forest, the rushing
brook, the sunset, our lover's body? Why our moral sense? Why our urge to self-
realization?

Why anything at all? Now we can ask in awe.

God is humankind's attempt to explain experiences of wonder and the awe which
results from them. Since the wonder experiences hint that whatever is at work in the
universe is both purposeful and gracious, God, we assume, is the purposeful and
gracious one who is responsible for the universe and for our life.



There are many possible different interpretations of who God is; for humans must
wrestle with the paradox of the graciousness and purpose they occasionally experience
and the evil and absurdity which seem so typical of life. Fundamentally, religion is an
attempt to harmonize graciousness and evil. God is the center of religion, and our image
of God summarizes our response to the puzzle of absurdity and graciousness, of chance
and awe.

Some versions of God see him as benign but forgetful; humans must remind him of his
promises and sometimes wake him up from his sleep (Egyptian). Others see him as
crotchety and difficult, easily offended by those who violate his plan, and quick to take
salutary vengeance; humans must constantly placate and calm him (Babylonian). Still
others think that God is fundamentally uninterested in the universe he has created,
leaving its governance to irrational, or at least nonrational, forces he has set in motion
(Greek and modern deism). And still others find substitute gods in the pursuit of
freedom or social justice or a better life for all here on earth-a pursuit which is usually
seen as part of some inevitable forward movement of humanity and acts as a substitute
for a divine plan (Marxism, scientism).

It was to tell us about his God that Jesus came. At the core of the Christian experience of
Jesus is an experience of the God Jesus claimed to represent in an absolutely unique and
special way. And-one must say it with all due reverence -the God of Jesus is Something
Else altogether. He is the same God the Jewish people encountered at Sinai-the God
who on his own initiative entered into covenant with his people, the God who liberated
his people from slavery and oppression, the God who passionately loved his people as a
husband loves a wife even when she is faithless. He is the absolute Lord of all creation
on which all other powers and forces are dependent; yet when he said in the Sinai
experience "l am Yahweh, your God," he made covenant with his people. Uninvited,
unasked, and frequently unwelcome and unwanted, Yahweh still made a commitment
to his people, and he would remain implacably faithful to that commitment, whatever
might come. He had freed them from slavery in Egypt, brought them through the waters
of the Red Sea, led them by a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night. He
committed himself to give them their own land and then the whole world. In return he
demanded their faithful love. He was a jealous and passionate God; he did not want a
faithless or frigid people who went whoring off after false gods, but he would be faithful
to his people whatever they did.

So the experiences of Exodus and Sinai produced for the Hebrews an encounter with a
Gracious Purpose, which they perceived as unilaterally liberating His people and then
entering into a passionately loving commitment to them. The Lord of the universe had
sought them out, freed them, and then yoked Himself irrevocably to them. It was an
incredibly daring and even outrageous notion of God, for it argued that the purpose of
the universe could be described as a passionately loving and liberating commitment to a
people.



The early Hebrews saw Yahweh as making a covenant with the whole people, but as
time went on, their religious thinking developed and they perceived that Yahweh was in
fact commiting himself not only to the people but also to individual persons. He
passionately loved each individual. The plan and purpose of life, then, as experienced
and wondered at by the prophets, was a love affair freely entered into by the Lord of
the universe with the individual human person. Whatever evil might occur, and however
unfaithful the person might be, God's implacably faithful and passionate love would still
be there.

Life, then, in the Hebrew world view, was a response to a love already freely given and
never to be withdrawn. Whatever defects this articulation of the wonder experience
may have had, it was certainly not lacking in optimism. The God of the Hebrews may be
too good to be true, but at least He is a God who is worth believing in. The universe may
not be animated by passionate love, but it would be nice if it were. The graciousness we
experience in times of wonder and awe may not be all that gracious, but surely it could
not be more gracious than the Hebrews thought it was.

Jesus was very much a product of the religious currents of his time-however far he may
have gone beyond those currents. He insisted that the rigid legalism which had grown
up in the relationship between God and his people was absurd. You didn't earn God's
love; it was a free gift to be responded to by a free gift of everything that one was and
had. Jesus also believed, as we shall see in the next question, that in him and with his
coming a new and decisive phase in God's relations with humans had begun. Jesus'
followers would think of him as the new Adam, a re-creation of what was essential, a
new humanity, a new Moses presiding over a new exodus of liberation and a new Sinai
covenant. God in Jesus was renewing his passionate commitment to his people-now not
merely a collectivity but a community of individual persons. While Jesus may not have
used this precise terminology, there is no doubt that he believed that in him a new age
of the world had begun.

Essential to the beginning of this new age was a deeper and qualitatively new insight
into the depths of God's love. We can begin to grasp this insight if we look at the
parables of Jesus. Here is where we are in most intimate contact with his world view. It
is especially in the parables that Jesus shares with us his own wonder experience of his
heavenly Father. Two parables will suffice-the story of the crazy farmer and the story of
the loving father (or, as we inappropriately call the latter, the Prodigal Son).

The men the farmer hired at the last hour of the day were loafers who, because they
were lazy, lounged around the marketplace during harvest time when the work was
plentiful. They probably did very little work in the short time they were in the fields.
They were so ill-tempered that they were prepared to argue with the farmer if he didn't
pay them enough. Much to their astonishment, they got a whole day's wage for doing
virtually nothing. In the traditional parable, with which the crowds who listened to Jesus
were quite familiar, the workers of the eleventh hour became so industrious that they



did in one hour what it took others all day to do. They earned every cent of their pay.
But Jesus turned the tables. The emphasis in his story is not on the industry of the
workers but on the mad generosity of the farmer. No landowner, no matter how
wealthy, can stay in business very long if he gives money away to those who do almost
nothing.

The point of Jesus' parable is that by human standards the loving generosity of God is
mad, lunatic, insane.

The critical scene in the story of the loving father is the picture of the father rushing
down the road to greet the errant son, cutting short his prepared speech of reproach
with an embrace, clothing the astonished young man in new garments, and dragging
him off to a feast of celebration. The young man deserved nothing. He was a spoiled
brat, a rich man's wasteful son who ought to have been made to earn every inch of the
way back into his father's favor. A father who continues to spoil such a ne'er-do-well will
get only what he deserves when the son deserts him again.

Once again, the passionately loving generosity of God must appear bizarre to our
careful, rational, human calculations.

It is not an exaggeration, then, but simply a literal interpretation of his parables to say
that the God of Jesus is madly, insanely in love with his human creatures. Does my life
have any purpose at all? The response of Christianity is that life is a love affair with a
graciousness that is hopelessly in love with us. Paddy Chayefsky catches this in a
remarkable passage of dialogue between Yahweh and Gideon in his play Gideon:

GIDEON: | thought of nothing but you the whole night. | am possessed by all the
lunacy of love. If | could, | would cover you with veils, God, and keep you hidden
behind the curtains in my tent. Oh! just say again you love me, God.

THE ANGEL: | do, Gideon.
GIDEON: I do not know why. | must say, | do not know why.

THE ANGEL: | hardly know why myself, but then passion is an unreasonable
thing.*

It is terribly, terribly difficult to harmonize this world view, this interpretation of life, this
pattern of meaning with our mundane, routine, frequently senseless and often tragic
existence. Yet in our experiences of graciousness, we do get the hint that whatever it is
that is stirring up our awe and wonder, it is overwhelming in its graciousness. We are
afraid to trust our intuition that whatever or whoever is out there beyond the limits
could be so gracious. Life couldn't possibly have that glorious a purpose. Could it?
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Jesus came to tell us that it could and did. He knew because he knew the father better
than anyone else. Christians are quite simply those who believe that Jesus was right,
and that we are right when we are willing to push our intuition of graciousness to its
farthest limit and even beyond. But such belief is not merely the dull assent to an
abstract proposition. To believe that Jesus was right means | share in his experience of a
God madly in love with me, and then live as one must who is caught up in such a love
affair.

Responding to love is always difficult and awkward, but when we find that we are loved,
we are happy and we rejoice. We feel like singing, dancing, celebrating, sharing our joy
with others. And we cannot help letting others in on the power of the love in which we
find ourselves caught up. A young person who has discovered that he is loved is not
content with sharing that love by simply describing it to others; he actually shares the
love itself by trying to be as good to them as he experiences his beloved being good to
him. He may make an awkward mess out of it in his naive enthusiasm, but he wants the
world to know that he is loved and loves. And that is what Christianity is all about.

THEOLOGICAL NOTE

One is often asked today whether one believes in a "personal" God-a question
originating in the nineteenth-century philosophizing about "life forces." The question
can have two meanings that are frequently intermingled. An impersonal God can either
be one that is something less than human or something more than human. Some people
feel ill at ease with the thought of God as a person, because "person" has come to mean
"human being," and God is obviously more than that. Others are disturbed about using
human images and language to talk about something as fundamentally indescribable as
the Ultimate and the Absolute. Still others feel easier believing in an impersonal God
that doesn't particularly care for us one way or another. The pertinent question is not
whether God is personal or not but whether there is in the universe a plan, a purpose, a
graciousness that can best be described as passionate love. Arguments about "person"
evade this prior and critical issue. Obviously, human language about God is
metaphorical and poetic-as is human language about a lot of things (like love) which
cannot fit into precise scholarly and scientific categories. just as obviously, it would be a
mistake in language to equate our talk about God completely with our talk about our
fellow humans. But a God who does not care is a God not worth taking seriously. And
the Christian experience of graciousness is an experience of a Thou to whom one can
respond, and who in fact seems to be waiting for a response.

Notes
*After each question that introduces a mystery, | include in parentheses the way the

guestion was asked in the old catechisms. | do this to indicate that it is the same
religious reality which is being discussed, however different the method of discussion.
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I
The Mystery of Jesus of Nazareth

Are there any grounds for hope? (Who was Jesus of Nazareth?)

Most of our efforts go badly. The model airplane does not fly, the new home is not quite
what we thought it would be, the marriage is pretty much like most other marriages,
the social reform we were so committed to does not occur or does not work. The end of
the war does not bring peace, the New Age never began, the job turns out to be dull,
the promotion does not materialize. The children become surly, the house is always a
mess, the vacation is ruined by rain, the trip to Europe is a dud. The romantic weekend
is marred by sickness, the course taught by the brilliant professor becomes a bore, the
anniversary celebration deteriorates into nagging and nastiness.

And even when our efforts are crowned with success they somehow still seem
inadequate. Santa Claus brings everything we want and we are still not happy. We
graduate and begin a new life only to discover that it is very much like the old. The girl
(or boy) of our dreams turns out to be quite ordinary indeed after the third date. We get
the promotion, the fur coat, the summer home, the boat, the new car; and the quality
of life does not change. The joys of the wedding day and night fade quickly. Our most
impressive accomplishments turn sour. Our wildest expectations come true for a brief
time and then become bitter. Success is almost as bad as failure. It hardly seems worth
trying to succeed; failure is probable and success unsatisfying. What difference does it
make? Eventually we grow old and die, so why try? Why hope? Why bother?

Yet we can no more stop hoping than we can stop breathing as long as we are still alive.
Even those who are terminally ill keep on hoping. The subconscious, according to
Sigmund Freud, believes in its own immortality. Our dreams, according to other
researchers, assume that we are immortal. Hope is irrevocably rooted in our
personalities. Perhaps it is the other side of our conviction that life has purpose. We can
stop hoping only by ridding ourselves of our humanity. The only ones for whom despair
is complete are those who commit suicide. They finally see nothing in which to hope at
all.

Rejuvenation comes easily. A good night's sleep gives us a new lease on life. The
morning sun rises and chases away the clouds, fog, and rain. Time heals the wounds of



separation and loss. lliness wanes, and our bodily forces are restored. The warmth and
color of spring replaces the cold drabness of winter. Friendships long dormant can begin
again. Love is reborn and intimacy gets a fresh start. The failures and discouragements
of the past are left behind in the full flush of our enthusiasm for a new idea, a new
project, a new dream.

All our little hopes are drawn from the biggest hope of all, that maybe death does not
have the final word. Every new burst of hopefulness is a gamble that it is worthwhile to
hope, that even in the final moment despair is a misreading of the situation. There may
seem to be little ground for hope, the gamble is a long shot; but it still seems better to
live hopefully than to try to fight the immensely powerful urges toward hopefulness
which continue as long as we have breath surging up from the depths of whatever is us.

But can we trust our hopefulness? Is it a trick, a deception, a mechanism the human
race has developed in the course of evolutionary selection to ensure the survival of the
species? Or is it the hint of an explanation, a revelation, the best single hint we have of
what life is? Is the "bright golden haze on the meadow" a cheat or a sacrament?*_

Jesus of Nazareth was the man who came to tell us that it is all right to trust our
hopefulness. "Dream your most impossible dream," he tells us, in effect. "Hope your
most expansive hope, fantasize your wildest fantasy, and you will have just begun. Out
beyond those dreams, hopes, and fantasies, the generosity of my heavenly Father only
begins. For eye has not seen nor has ear heard nor has it entered into the heart of man
what the heavenly Father has prepared for those who return his love."

It is the nature of hope that it shatters our sorrows and our fears, our disappointments
and our anxieties. It rushes into our personality and impatiently and irresistibly sweeps
away all the obstacles that stand in its way. It tears apart our preconceptions, it blasts
our imbedded gloomy explanations. It stands everything on end. "April is the cruellest
month," says T. S. Eliot, because it is the month of rebirth in England. Hope has its
healing effect because it enables us to see things differently, to put together the pieces
of our life in a pattern we may not have tried before. Hope throws something new into
the picture (or, more often, perhaps, throws a spotlight on something old, lighting it in
such a way that it is almost as though we had never seen it before).

Our life can begin all over again. Love grows cold and stale, bickering replaces affection,
counting up slights and injured feelings has replaced tenderness. If we let hope hold
sway we can see possibilities in the other and in ourselves which were not apparent
before. The angers and injuries dissolve and love is reborn. Hope has done its work.

Jesus is the man of hope. He is the Christ, the one whose words and deeds reveal the
heavenly Father to us as he was never revealed before. Jesus is the "sacrament" of God,
the best revelation we will ever have of what God is like. He knew the heavenly Father
because he was, as he claimed, on terms of intimacy with him that no one else enjoyed.
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He dared to address the Father with the affectionate, almost joking title "Abba, "
thereby immediately setting himself off as different from all the other prophets and
teachers, preachers and Saints. He knew the Father, and he came into the world with
desperate urgency to tell us that we, too, could call the Father "Abba," that we, too,
could live as if we were his playful children. The great dinner was ready, the wedding
banquet prepared; all that was left for us was to respond to the invitation.

Like hope itself, this man of hope had a shattering impact. He turned the world upside
down; and, as G. K. Chesterton said, when the world was viewed from such a
remarkable perspective, it suddenly made sense. Hope, Jesus told us, was not a subject
for doubt; the only things about which we could reasonably doubt were our own foolish
fears, our petty suspicions, our silly anxieties.

There are powerful tensions in the life of Jesus: between gentleness and urgency,
insistence on God's loving mercy and fear that time may run out; between peace and
the sword; between a yoke which is sweet and light and fire on the earth; between
patience with sinners and fierce anger at hypocrites; between confidence in the Father
and uncertainty about how the Father will work his will.

Even the words of Jesus reveal this tension: first and last, poor and rich, called and
chosen, bread and body, chalice and blood.

The tensions in the life and in the language of Jesus are the result of the power of the
hope he came to reveal and to confirm. Hope shatters our old misconceptions; it
enables us to start again because it impels us to see things differently. As the man of
hope, Jesus had to shatter our old ways of perceiving and living so that we could see
things the way they really are-filled with hopefulness-and so that we could live the way
we ought to-as children of hope. Jesus is a disconcerting person because there is no
other way to be a sacrament of hope.

But it is precisely the hopefulness of Jesus, and the powerful tensions he felt and
generated, that have made him attractive to all who have come to know him, even
those who have dismissed his hope as mad self-deception. Even today those who do not
like churches or who do not accept religion are still fascinated by Jesus. He was no
ordinary man, they agree; he was driven by forces which make him attractive,
fascinating, intriguing. He was probably wrong, they contend. And we might respond:
What if he was right?

What indeed?

Jesus' hope was rooted in the unshakable conviction that the power of God was at work
in the world. He called it the " kingdom of God, " and we sometimes call it the " reign of
God." Whatever words we use, the idea is that God has a plan for the world and that

plan is going forward irresistibly. Moreover, Jesus was convinced that this power of God



was making a major breakthrough in his time with his appearance. This new inrushing of
God's power was a turning point in the development of God's plan, an opportunity not
to be missed. Now was the time to reform one's life and to begin again; now was the
time to break out of the fixed, narrow, rigid routines in which humans were caught and
give full and free rein to their hopefulness. Now was the time to look up and live

Jesus was a man of his own time. Despite his special intimacy with the heavenly Father,
he used the terms and the thought categories of his age. Sometimes these words and
styles of thinking seem strange and foreign to us (though they should never stand in the
way of our understanding him unless we insist on the mindless literalism of interpreting
his words exactly the same way we would if those words were spoken to us by a man of
our own time). So we must approach Jesus' words about the power of God with respect
for the time and place in which he lived. We must ask what he was trying to tell us
through the words he used and the style in which he thought.

There are times when he seemed to be saying that the kingdom of God was already
present and other times when he was saying that it was yet to come. Sometimes the
"yet to come" was very soon, and at other times it was in the unknown future. Perhaps
Jesus himself was not sure. (The Scripture tells us that he grew in knowledge-learned
more with the passage of time.) More than likely he was once again a man of tension:
the kingdom of God was both "already" and "not yet." The power of God was already at
work in the world, and now, with Jesus' coming, in a new and more definitive way; but
the ultimate of that power was still to be revealed. The plan was moving forward,
indeed with accelerating pace, but it was not yet fully accomplished. Our hope is already
partially fulfilled, and in Jesus a promise of its ultimate fulfillment was given by a God
who disclosed himself to us in and through Jesus, but the goal of that hopefulness is still
obscured in the future. Life begins once again as the healing forces of hope pour into it.
With Jesus, life makes a new beginning that is decisive and definitive but not yet final.

Jesus not only believed in the kingdom of God, he died for it. He was not only convinced
that hope was valid, he went to his death because of that conviction. At the time of the
intense experience we call the Transfiguration, Jesus saw more clearly than he had
before that he would probably be taken and executed. His conviction of the power of
God and the hope which flowed from that conviction had to be put to the final test of
death.

Down through the ages some Christians have been so concerned about protecting the
truth of the special presence of God in Jesus that they have come to deprive him of
most of his humanity. Historically these people were called Monophysites, and in ages
past were far more numerous than the Nestorians, those Christians who virtually
eliminated any special presence of God in the Jesus we know. For those people-and
there were many of them among our teachers-Jesus was essentially an actor reading a
script, going through a scenario. They never quite put it that way, of course, but the
picture we got from them was of someone going through the motions. Jesus knew



exactly what was going to happen from the beginning. He preached to his people even
though he knew they would turn him down. Hence there was little reason for sorrow or
a sense of failure. It was all part of the story line. He went up to Jerusalem to be
executed, realizing that there would be a few bad hours but that he would rise from the
dead soon. Perhaps he had the exact hour of this event already in his mind. So there
was little reason for fear or anguish.

This approach to the life and death of Jesus is hard to reconcile with the Scripture
stories about his sorrow over his failure and his anguish over the prospect of his own
death. It makes Jesus unattractive to those who are not Christians-especially when this
stage-play approach to his life is imposed as a matter of faith. But worst of all, it
deprives Jesus of any common humanity with the rest of us. We all sorrow over our
failures and anguish over the approach of death; we all wonder whether it has been
worth the effort; we all live in terror of the cracking apart of our personality, the
apparent destruction of that which is us in the ugliness of death. Everyone has a faint
hope in survival. Christians firmly believe that death does not say the final word. But no
matter how strong our hope in survival, we are still afraid. Survival may be plausible,
reasonable, probable even, but it is not mathematically certain. If there were such
certainty, there would be no need to hope.

If Je