Spirituality – The Essence of Being Human
Adolescent Spirituality and the Church
Introduction
This talk was given by Mrs Teresa Brierley, Vice Chancellor Pastoral Ministries, Diocese of Maitland-Newcastle, at an Ecumenical Breakfast as part of the Manning Valley Christian Festival “GodFest” on Saturday March 18, 2006. 
Spirituality
Adolescent years are the unfolding of self to others and therefore to oneself. In modern culture, adolescence is considered as the transitional stage from childhood to adulthood. Generally the transition occurs between the ages of twelve to twenty, beginning with the onset of puberty and coming to completion when a degree of independence from older adults, usually parents, is obtained. Adolescence brings with it dramatic physical, intellectual, social and emotional changes and is a time marked by challenge, excitement, growth, development, maturity, stress, intimacy, turbulence and relationships.
All people are spiritual and this spirituality needs to be grounded within a context. Young people need to be surrounded by adults who are in tune with their own spirituality and a way of expressing it. They need good strong role models who are not afraid to make a difference in a world which appears to be spiralling downwards into an abyss. The youth want hope and direction, they want leadership and security. We need to tap into the giftedness of our youth to transform our place and time. Tapping into the mystery is a precious gift. Today we are gathered here to share something of the mystery.
The essence of being human is being spiritual. Humans have within them a deep longing that seeks to be satisfied. This hunger yearns for more than life can often give and it is frequently referred to as humanity’s search for meaning. Religion gives to some the answers they long to have satisfied, but for many it is not enough. Genesis, Chapters 1 and 2, expresses a people’s search for the explanation of the creation of the world, of humans and their relationship with each other and the role that a higher power has in this story. This part of the story concludes with God being satisfied. ‘God saw everything that God had made, and indeed, it was very good.’ (Gn 1: 31)

Spirituality tends to be perceived as a sub-system or offshoot of formal religion. In practice the reality is quite different. David Hay claims that ‘Two-thirds of adults have a personal spirituality, but fewer than one in ten people bother to go to church regularly.’
 Spirituality is, and always has been, more central to human experience than religion, a fact that is borne out in the growing body of knowledge accumulated by cultural anthropology and the history of religious ideas.

Ó Murchú points out that our spiritual story as a human species is at least 70,000 years old; by comparison, the formal religions have existed for a mere 4,500 years. ‘Religion refers to those formally institutionalised structures, rituals and beliefs which belong to one or other of the official religious systems, which include Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Sikhism, etc. Spirituality concerns an ancient and primal search for meaning that is as old as humanity itself ….. and belongs – as an inherent energy – to the evolutionary unfolding of creation itself.’
 
As humans we are aware of the stories of the past, the magnitude of the cosmos, the reality of our present experiences in the context of the world in which we live and the world beyond our limited boundaries. Furthermore, there is within each person, an innate quality which looks for and perceives meaning, purpose and value to life and relationships. It is this innate human quality that can be called spirituality. It is at a person’s deepest core that an individual experiences ultimate reality and gives meaning to and enriches their ordinary existence. Some experiences will touch that inner core and set it on fire, while other experiences will not impregnate a person’s essence. It is the experience of the deepest self, a spark that glows beneath the emotional, social or physical being that gives rise to human’s spiritual response.
Spiritual life does not remove us from the ordinary world, but rather leads us deeper into it. It requires complete openness to human experience and to our capacity as humans. Spirituality is a gift that must be nurtured and nourished so that it will grow and develop. It is not absent from human life, but it can be misguided and misplaced which will result in personal destruction. It is in this area that we meet with unintegrated people who have lost their sense of purpose and appear to wander aimlessly across time and space. ‘..but if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be restored? It is no longer good for anything, but is thrown out and trampled underfoot’ (Mt 5:13). If people lose their saltiness, their essence for being, then they will lose everything. A person’s spirituality is their taste, the part of them to be savoured and enjoyed. 

Spirituality expresses itself as a restlessness which is constantly striving to move from the less authentic to the more authentic. In the context of this gathering the ultimate reality, the ultimate principle which we choose, is God, and since this principle is available to everyone, spirituality is not exclusively Christian. So for me, in this context, Spirituality refers to the shaping, empowering and maturing of the spiritual person, that is, the person alive and responsive to God in the world as opposed to the person who merely exists within and responds to the world. Hence, ‘spirituality refers to our religious experience, but that experience is always rooted in a particularity: Jewish or Islamic or Christian or something else’
. Spirituality has to do with our experience of God and with the transformation of our consciousness and our lives as outcomes of that experience. Christian spirituality is the lived encounter with Jesus Christ in the Spirit. ‘No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house.’(Mt 5:15)  Christians are encouraged to live their spirituality with Jesus as the focus. It is not a spirituality to be hidden, but one to be placed on a lampstand for all the world to see. Spirituality is not a private affair, but one that needs to be lived and shared.

Our lives are a mystery, a mystery which, lived well, creates within us a transformation, a transformation that begins with the seed of faith planted in us at Baptism. This seed of faith which the human spirit nurtures is assisted in its growth by community and witness. This gift of faith undergoes formation and in being formed by God, self and others is transformed into a new creation. The question emerges as to how we experience that faith. 

The image of a kite fits well into our attempt to imagine what it is like to be on a spiritual journey. There are many ways to image a kite, one might picture it as a lifeless bundle on the ground, or in someone’s hands being let go free, or soaring through the air. Aerodynamically there are a number of complex factors to flying a kite, it will not fly by itself. There is co-operation between the flyer, the kite and the wind. A kite is designed to ride the currents of the wind. But without the wind and without the strings attached it crashes to the ground. Freedom without self-mastery self-destructs. Spirituality and Faith without guidance is dangerous.  Do we let our passions govern us or do we master them in order to acquire happiness?

How is Spirituality lived?

I am going to explore the notion that we experience ourselves, each other and God through our bodies. The Theology of the Body was presented as a series of 129 Wednesday audiences given by Pope John Paul II from September 1979 and November 1984. The basic premise is that the human person is made in the image and likeness of God.
So God created humankind in his image, in the Image of God he created them, male and female he created them. God blessed them, and God said to them, "Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth."

Genesis 1: 27-28

The deepest problem of our age can be perceived as, “what does it mean to be a human person?” How do I live my life in a way that brings true happiness? We are embodied persons and this is what sets us apart from all of creation as we are not only body but we are also spirit. We are made of body and spirit (Gn 2:7). “The Lord God took some soil form the ground and formed a man out of it; he breathed life-giving breath into his nostrils and the man began to live.” As we grow and mature the challenge is to integrate our body and spirit. There is a harmony that exists between body and spirit. The body is meant to radiate the spirit. The body speaks of God’s mystery. This then results in an authentic freedom which is the giving of your whole self in communion with God and with others.
Christianity is the religion of God’s self-disclosure. Our identity as men and women is intimately connected with the deepest questions of the meaning of life and with nothing less that the nature of God. God chose to reveal himself in human flesh, the incarnation. This God is a Trinitarian God. This God is self-giving, life-giving love. This God exchanges love in a communion of persons. In the Trinity there is total self-giving, total surrender, total unity and total fruitfulness. We image God not only as individuals but in communion as man and woman and as community. For God is an eternal communion of persons- Father, Son and Spirit. This is the image in which we are created and the image we are called to mirror on this earth in an embodied way. What we do with our bodies makes a difference, a radical difference, in the world. Either we reflect to the world a true image of God or a false image of God. God made both male and female in His image and likeness (Gn 1:26-27).  We are gendered humans being made in the image and likeness of God as masculine and feminine. We image God not apart from our bodies but through our bodies. Those bodies are beautifully crafted as male and female. We are therefore made for relationships of self-giving love. Male and female are made for communion and friendship through a gift of self (Gn 2:24) “That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united with his wife, and they become one.” We are created to be gift to each other. “Man cannot fully find himself except through a sincere gift of himself.” (Gaudium et Spes No. 24). The deepest yearning of our heart is for love and union.
Young People and the Church

Young people feel the need to be accepted, respected, trusted, needed and given freedom to walk their own journey – yet they experience being stereotyped, judged and not valued. Society in general and the Church are failing to give many of our young people, the dignity they are afforded as God’s creatures, to feel valuable and worthwhile. We are called to use our time and talents to bring about change and we are challenged to act together in order to do this. Young people are asking critical questions and are hence searching for satisfying and challenging answers. They want to be active, to do something worthwhile for themselves and for others. Many young people have restless critical minds that seek satisfaction.
Our technological mind-set lumps the body right in there with computers and cars. The body is a mechanism to be used for self-promotion, personal gratification and unbounded pleasure. Our society attacks the human body, for it is seen as a commodity to be used and abused as we choose. The body is not our domain to dispose of however we want. The body is a gift from God to us, and it is designed to be a gift from us to others. 
We are called to witness, to be the body of Christ so that people are drawn to us like they were drawn to Jesus. Our call is to witness as community. While we are individuals we become whole and real once we belong and participate in community. We are not complete when we journey as individuals. Church is meant to be a gathering of people who cherish each other and who need and nourish each other in order to feel complete. These communities participate in the responsibility of forming each other in values, wisdom and truth. Young people need genuine guides for their journey, guides who know the way and who are prepared to lead without fear. Young people are on a journey, a journey that needs direction and through a process of engaging with caring, significant adults their journey will unfold and their destination will become clearer. Christian witnesses are able to inspire the young to see with the eyes, and to hear with the ears, of faith and thus be transformed along the way.
And a scribe asked Jesus ‘Which is the first of all the commandments?’ Jesus replied “This is the first: Listen, Israel, the Lord our God is the one Lord, and you must love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind and with all your strength. The second is this: You must love your neighbour as yourself. There is no commandment greater than these.” 

(Mk 12:29-31)

I believe that one of the qualities that distinguishes us as humans is our spirituality, our capacity to move beyond the surface and delve into the depths of who we are in relationship to ourselves, to others, to a higher power and to the environment. It seems to me that true happiness and contentment comes from the core of our being and that life is about our journey to that core.
This journey, to our core, begins at birth. In these early years, it is important that humans are given plenty of nourishment, not only physical, but love, care, touch, value, hope, contentment. It is important that the child be the centre or focus of someone’s universe, that they experience a belonging that will sustain them. As the child approaches adolescence, something awakens in their consciousness which brings about an emerging realisation that they are not the centre of the universe, that there is more to life, there is a developing sense of the Mystery.

So while physically and emotionally the pace of growth and development is advancing in leaps and bounds, I believe that spiritually the same pace of growth is occurring. Unfortunately for many young people in our society this development is ignored or abandoned as too difficult. As with physical hunger, there is a desire that requires nourishment, but if left unnourished, it lies dormant, and, maybe even eventually, dies. Maybe it is this hunger that drives young people to seek comfort in the material pleasures of consumer goods, alcohol, drugs and sex. These material pleasures may ease the pain that comes with a part of who they are, not being nurtured and sustained.

There are many profound questions that people ask, such as ‘Where did I come from?’, ‘Who am I?’, ‘Where am I going?’, ‘What is the purpose of life?’ These philosophical questions need to be asked, and answers need to be sought. Most young people will not ask them of their parents, so they need to be in an environment which encourages them to ask these questions and to seek the answers. The individual can only approach the future by means of a series of honest questions which apply to the whole world and to that person’s existence in the world. The questioning leads to an encounter and that encounter needs to be a revelation of a mystical experience. This non-rational encounter is as important to the mapping of our future as those of the intellect or rational part of our being. The doctrines, dogmas, and codes of behaviour serve as pointers and guides towards understanding that can never be fully captured by the intellect, they become signposts on the journey towards wisdom, mystery and revelation.

What becomes important for churches is the organisation, formation, evangelisation, worship, works of service and justice. How are we visible signs of the mystery? We can only be this in relationship. We are called to be collaborators with the creator, we are not separate but are participators in bringing forth the Reign of God. What appears to be emerging is a new global consciousness, or as I have called it, the need to develop stewardship – a space where the individual finds himself/herself in relationship with the whole. This requires a return to the collective, cosmic consciousness but at a global level, a consciousness that is throbbing with life and vitality.

Stewardship heightens the awareness that God created humankind to live in community. Stewardship reminds the individual that he or she is not alone in the world, but part of a household, a neighbourhood, a city or town, a church, a state, a nation, a planet and, ultimately, a universe. Stewardship verifies that one’s actions bear impressions – good or bad – on others. It requires the abandonment of selfishness and leads the individual to ask not ‘What can I get?’ but, rather, ‘What can I give?’  Deepening one’s stewardship practice comes as part of spiritual maturity. One cannot truly regard oneself a Christian without living stewardship.

While the stewardship model of spirituality could be used for any community of Christians, I believe it to be a desirable model for young adolescent Christians as it involves faith in action, a way of ‘doing Religion’ which is where young people are at, but at the same time requires the contemplative aspect of spirituality. Young people know that the world is in demise and it is easy for them to sense a uselessness about the situation. This model allows them to challenge the status quo, feel useful and be satisfied in the knowledge that they are making a difference. It also encourages them to explore the need for prayer and the sacraments.
The world religions have, at their core, wonderful sources of wisdom that have been left to fade. Wisdom is often practically counter-cultural as it speaks powerfully of the way things should be. It has the capacity to bring order to chaos, to bring security to fear, to bring hope to the hopeless. There are modern prophetic voices which must be situated within the tradition in which young people find themselves. It is from this healthy blend of new and old that a new way of being community and in communion with the whole will become a reality.

Our youth are searching for a “Theology of Presence”. The here and now needs to be meaningful and true. They are spiritually alive and desire to be engaged. It is the adults, their parents, teachers, significant others, the Church who are failing to respond to their cries for answers. Adults appear to have lost their connectedness to their story and the great Story. They have been caught up in the “lie” of the past two centuries which stresses the rationalistic, intellectual, scientific approach to all questions and answers. ‘By sharing our story as Church and our own personal story we can provide credibility, we can also provide examples of people who have lived their dreams and challenged others.’

Humanity is part of a great web and young people are attuned to this reality but are not given the role models to show them how to be in relationship with this web. Lived Christianity provides us with a praxis for transformation. It calls us forth to live with the sacred, to be a prophetic people. We need to become mystics in order to recover our potential for contemplation, wonder, stillness, relationships and a thirst for connectedness. In reverencing all that we have been given, there will be a reverencing of self and a reverencing of the transcendent being which leads to truth. Theology will not be a detached activity but one that is performative and active. God must be found in the everyday, ordinary actions of life, in relationship with the world, and in a personal relationship with God. Life is able to be lived in appropriate harmony with God at every age – this harmony is essential for the well-being of humanity.
Our role as educators is to encourage interpretation, that is, to give young people the opportunities to explore their experiences by using analytic and reflective practices so that they can make sense of them in relationship to themselves, to others and to the cosmos, while acknowledging the presence of a divine creator who has been revealed in the person of Jesus Christ. It is from this position that they may be able to interpret their reality, and understand their connectedness to the whole, while still valuing their individuality. 

Our deepest Fear, is not that we are inadequate.
Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure.
It is our Light,
not our Darkness that frightens us.
We ask ourselves, 
who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented
or fabulous.
Actually, who are you, not to be?

You are a child of God

Your playing small doesn’t serve the world
There’s nothing enlightened about shrinking
so that other people won’t feel insecure around you.
We are all meant to shine, as children do.
It’s not just in some of us:
it’s in everyone.
As we let our own light shine,
we unconsciously give other people permission
to do the same.
As we are liberated from our fear,
our presence automatically liberates others..
(Nelson Mandela, President of South Africa, Inaugural Speech.)
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