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You have asked me to speak on human formation.  I would like to take a somewhat different approach to the subject of human formation.  Typically, a talk on human formation focuses on the psychological, with, hopefully, an opening to the spiritual.  This is a good approach.  However, experience has suggested to me that there are not two simultaneous journeys for each person, one spiritual and one psychological.  Rather, there is one journey that encompasses both the spiritual and the psychological dimensions.   In fact, when our Institute does psychological and spiritual evaluations of our residents, and if they are done well, both evaluations reflect the same, one reality albeit expressed in different words and using different approaches.  In this reflection, I will use a very simple approach but one that encompasses, at the same time, both the spiritual and psychological dimensions of the human person.  In addition, the journey that I will be describing seems to me to strike to the heart of the human pilgrimage today.  

As you know, I minister at Saint Luke Institute in the State of Maryland in the United States.  Priests and religious women and men come to Saint Luke Institute for a wide variety of psychological and spiritual illnesses.  Some of the presenting issues are alcoholism, depression, interpersonal problems, spiritual crises, drug addictions, or destructive behaviors such as compulsive spending and credit card debt, compulsive overeating, or a variety of kinds of sexual acting out and sexual addictions.  

But there are common underlying issues in their lives that give rise to these different difficulties.  These common underlying issues arise again and again in the course of treatment, regardless of the presenting problems.  Probably the most common of them all is anger.  When the religious and priests enter, the expression on their faces is often hardened; their eyes stare straight ahead; their teeth are clenched and their muscles tightened.  Embedded deep in many of their psyches is a great deal of anger.  Most of the time they are not aware of just how angry they are.  I say to them, “You look a little angry.”  With clenched teeth and with hostility dripping from their words, the response comes back, “I am not angry!” 

In itself, anger, as a human passion, is neither good nor evil (Catholic Catechism #1767).  The Catholic Catechism tells us, “Emotions and feelings can be taken up into the virtues or perverted by the vices” (#1768).  In this case, I am not speaking of the normal kind of anger that the healthy psyche experiences.  For example, we read in Mark 3:5 that “Jesus looked around at them with anger, for he was deeply grieved that they had closed their minds against him.”  We are rightly angry at injustice and sin.  

Instead, I am speaking about an entrenched anger that lodges itself in the human heart and becomes a poison that infects the entire human system.  Eventually, this anger will come out in dysfunctional ways such as a serious depression in which the anger is projected inward toward the self.  Or it may be manifest itself in a raging personality disorder.  For example, I recall a priest who terrorized the members of his parish community with his biting sarcasm, aggressive criticism and denigration of others, and his narcissistic self-aggrandizement.  Another example is that of a religious sister who passive-aggressively undermined and sabotaged the life of the community and especially the ministry of its leadership.  These individuals have so much anger in them that when they interact with others, they spread discord and conflict.  Others feel hurt and upset by the manner and tone of their behavior.  Priests with such anger are not, “men of communion,” as the Holy Father described the priest in Pastores Dabo Vobis.  Rather, they become men of conflict and division.  They leave their parishes wounded and divided.

It might be surprising that underlying much of sexual deviancy and sexual pathology is a kind of entrenched anger, or rage, that has become eroticized.  This was the theory of Robert Stoller MD in his work: Perversion: The Erotic Form of Hatred.  He spoke of sexual deviancy as eroticized hatred.  This is true of child sexual abuse in particular.  The act masquerades in the perpetrators’ minds as a loving embrace.  More than a few have told me that they were trying to give these children the love of a father figure, the love that the perpetrators did not have in their youth from their own fathers.  However, child sexual abuse is actually a destructive act arising from their masked anger and violence that leaves the victim scarred.  They are re-enacting their own childhood victimization with the same destructive results.  “By their fruits you will know them;” the harmful fruits of child sexual abuse unmask the anger and violence within.

Thus, the importance of anger management is well recognized among therapists as part of a healing regimen for the perpetrators of child sexual abuse.  In fact, anger management is more common in sex offender treatment programs than even sexual education.  Entrenched anger is the fuel that feeds a sexual perversion into life.  


Being filled with inner anger makes it impossible to preach truly the Good News.  The information and message we receive from others is much more extensive than simply interpreting the words that we hear.  Much of interpersonal communication, perhaps most of it, is non-verbal.  While people hear the words we speak, it is the look on our faces that they remember.  I sometimes tell the priests:  “To check on the homily that you are really preaching Sunday after Sunday, look in the mirror.”  As one evangelical preacher said pointedly, “If you’ve been saved, please inform your face!”


It is edifying to recall the words of the Holy Father to the seminarians and staff at St Joseph’s seminary (New York, October 6, 1995):  “The Church needs joyful priests, capable of bringing true joy to God’s people, which is the Good News in all its truth and transforming power.”  Again, at the 2002 Plenary Session of the Congregation for Catholic Education, the Holy Father said, “It is especially necessary to foster in the students joy in their own vocation.”  I cannot think of a better vocational tool than a joy-filled priest.  I cannot think of a better tool for formation than a formation staff that exudes the joy and peace that only the risen Christ can give.  When we speak of the human formation of our seminarians, we are not simply teaching them information about their humanity and sexuality.  Most importantly, we are to lead them in the very human, and very spiritual, journey out of anger into gratitude and joy.  This is the nub of it, the journey of Christian human formation is a journey out of anger into gratitude and joy.  We might ask ourselves the challenging question: “Are our houses of formation places of gratitude and joy?”  To the extent that they are, they are truly houses of Christian formation.


When we speak of seminarians needing to inculcate Gospel values and turn away from the ways of the “world,” (a conversion of ways- as our monastic friends would call it,) we include in this concept the rejection of consumerism, materialism, and a culture of death.  It is important for our seminarians to take on Gospel values in their lives.  But it is just as important for them to turn away from what underlies the world’s decadence, that is, its underlying anger and inner rage.  In fact, when we speak of the culture of death, we ought to include the destruction of our humanity through an inner rage and inner violence.  One might say that it is this inner rage and inner violence that fuels the culture of death in our world.


It has become common to discount the role of Satan and the demonic forces in people’s lives today.  But I think the demonic is evident in the rage and violence that permeates this world.  Satan is alive and well in the destruction of our humanity.  It is not accidental that medieval depictions of demons use images of vicious animals.  

A striking example of an inner violence and rage is the Gospel account of the Gerasene Demoniac (Mark 5:1-20).  This Gospel passage displays not only striking spiritual truths, the realistic “psychology” of the passage also testifies to its authenticity.  The man who was possessed by legions of demons had lost his life and his humanity.  He lived among the tombs, that is, he lived among the dead.  He himself was spiritually and psychologically dead.  Similarly, he lived away from human community; he was alone.  And he was naked; only animals are naked, not human beings.  He had lost his humanity and lived like an animal.  The passage goes on to say that he never rested, but day and night, he screamed and gashed himself with stones.  This man had no inner peace but was tortured within.  In his tortured rage, he screamed constantly and tried to dig out his inner pain by gashing himself.  His violence was directed inward, as much of it is today, and thus his behavior was incredibly self-destructive.  Thus, we see a portrait of the dying of one’s humanity in isolation and inner torture.  This portrait is so appropriate for today, many people today live isolated lives and are suffering intensely within; this isolation and inner pain leads them into self-destructive behavior such as alcohol, drugs, or compulsive, denigrating sex.

Having ministered in the midst of suffering religious women, men and priests for fifteen years, and having walked with many on their journey of recovery, I have become a student of the transformation that occurs.  They have taught me much about psychological health.  And, even more strikingly, they have taught me much about the Good News of Jesus.  I remember one resident who finished our program only a few weeks ago.  We typically have a final departure liturgy before the resident returns home.  At this liturgy, the priest-resident was invited to give a reflection to the entire community.  He stood up said, “When I first came to Saint Luke Institute, I believed that I was here because the Bishop and his Vicars hated me.  About halfway through the program, I changed my understanding and believed that I had been sentenced to Saint Luke’s because God was punishing me.  As I finish the program, I have come to realize that I have been here because God loves me and because my Bishop cares about me.  They wanted me to get better.  Being here has been one of the greatest graces of my life.”  

His journey from anger and bitterness to gratitude was stunning.  In reality, the staff at Saint Luke Institute sees this transformation over and over again.  Residents often begin their journey filled with rage and fear.  If the process is successful, they will undergo a transformation that ends in gratitude and inner peace.  This is a wonderful marker to help assess whether the therapy has been successful.  If the resident stays stuck in much anger and continues to see himself as a helpless victim, there is a great deal more work to be done.   But if we see on their faces a sense of peace and gratitude, then we know that the transformation has taken hold.

Similarly, could one not say that the Good News had taken hold as well?  It would not be a stretch to say that the transformation of the human spirit from anger and fear to gratitude and joy is not only the soul of human formation, it is the stuff of a Christian conversion as well….

Nevertheless, it is helpful to separate cognitively what is psychological and what is spiritual.  One danger of our times is to collapse everything spiritual into the psychological, thus all spirituality becomes clothed in psychological language.  In this fallacy, psychotherapy replaces spiritual direction and John of the Cross is replaced by Carl Jung.   But human formation is not an end in itself.  It should eventually open us up to what is authentically spiritual, the infinite Divine, and thus we transcend the limitations of our frail humanity.  This is a principle well known to the friends of Father Rulla and to this fine Institute of Psychology at the Gregorian University.  

The opposite error is equally dangerous, that is, denying what is human and casting everything in spiritual language.  Unfortunately, many of the priests and religious in difficulty have done just that.  They speak eloquently about the spiritual journey but their words are not rooted in their personal lives.  In reality, their spiritual lives are empty.  Sadly, we have seen the devastation to the Church and society when the human formation of our priests is lacking.  As the Holy Father said to the Brazilian bishops: “It would be deplorable that…he [the Bishop] would ordain young men who are immature or exhibit clear signs of affective disorders, who, as is sadly known, could cause serious confusion in the consciousness of the faithful with obvious harm for the whole Church” (John Paul II, 9/05/02, Ad limina address to the Bishops of Brazil’s Eastern Region).

But, in the end, the spiritual and the psychological are so intertwined in the human person that they are inseparable.  It reminds me of the title of one of Jacques Maritain’s greatest works, The Degrees of Knowledge: Distinguish to Unite.  While we can distinguish the difference between the psyche and the spirit, we do so only to unite them together in the end.  In our work of healing, it is impossible to delineate clearly where the psychological ends and the spiritual begins.  This spiritual and psychological journey is one human pilgrimage.

The Psychology of Gratitude

Today I am holding up for your reflection the personal journey from anger into gratitude.  It seems to me that this healing transformation, which is so central to the therapeutic journey, is an apt description of human formation as well.  In reality, the work that we do at Saint Luke Institute is simply a microcosm of the human journey, and, I believe, a program in Christian conversion as well.

There is an increasing amount of psychological research on the subject of gratitude.  I have been impressed with the work of Michael McCullough PhD and Robert Emmons PhD.  In one study, they separated several hundred people into three different groups.  Group 1 keep a daily diary of events they experienced during the day, whether good or bad.  Group 2 kept a daily diary of all the unpleasant and negative experiences of that day.  (Isn’t this a temptation for all of us, to end the day and focus on all the bad things that happened?)  Group 3 was instructed to keep a daily list of the things that happened during that day that they were grateful for, that is, a gratitude journal.  The results were impressive.

As a result of the study, the Gratitude Group, that is Group 3, were measurably better off physically, psychologically and spiritually.  Physically, they exercised more, had fewer physical symptoms and their sleep was better.   Psychologically, they reported higher levels of alertness, enthusiasm, determination and energy.  They experienced less depression and stress and high levels of optimism and life satisfaction- without denying the negative aspects of their lives.  Spiritually, they were more likely to help others, they were less envious of others, less materialistic, more generous, and more likely to attend religious services and engage in religious activities.  Clearly, being grateful is good for you!

The Christian Spirituality of Gratitude


But being grateful is not only good for you, it is, not accidentally, integral to the Christian life.  In fact, one could say categorically that the person who is not grateful is not a Christian.


We read in 1Thessalonians 5:16-18 that giving thanks is a work in which the Christian should always be engaged.  “Rejoice always, Pray without ceasing.  In all circumstances give thanks, for this is the will of God for you.” (NAB)  Similarly, the Letter to the Colossians (3:15-17) says, “Be thankful.  Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, as in all wisdom you teach and admonish one another, singing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.  And whatever you do…do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.”  Thanksgiving is a foundational attitude and work of the Christian.  


The New Testament even suggests that those who do not give thanks are not saved.  The acharistoi are those who are ungrateful and they are rejected (2Tm 3:2) while the eucharistoi give thanks and are saved (Col 3:15).  In the light of these reflections, the Preface to Eucharistic Prayer II in the Mass now makes much theological sense.  “Father, it is our duty and our salvation [underline added] always and everything to give you thanks.”  We, as Christians, not only give thanks to God as it is fitting for us to do, it is also our salvation.  These are stunning words—it is our salvation to give thanks!


The Mass itself, the source and summit of the Christian life, is properly called the Eucharist.  As the Greek Eucharistia denotes, we give thanks to God.  We know that the gift of God is made “effective and present…it is actualized and objectified” in us as we participate in this Eucharistic act of giving thanks (Sacramentum Mundi).  In this act of giving thanks, we are taken up into the mystery of Christ’s redemption and participate in the salvation he won for us.  To give thanks is to be a Christian and it is to be saved.

I have always loved the account of the cleansing of the ten lepers (Lk 17:11-19).  I believe that the Gospel passage is often under-interpreted.  I think we miss its power and profundity.  The account could be interpreted as a kind of summation of the Good News.  Jesus heals ten people, ten lepers, but only one of them returns.  We might think to ourselves, “It is too bad that only one of them had the courtesy to return and give thanks.”  But this would be to miss the critical interaction between the healed Samaritan who returned and Jesus.  When he does return, he does not extend a handshake in gratitude.  Rather, he falls on his face and praises God.  In Old Testament times, people fell on their faces in the midst of a theophany, that is, when God revealed himself.  This one leper realized, not only had he been healed, that it was God who had done it.  He fell on his face at the feet of Jesus, and gave thanks and praise to God.  Then Jesus pronounced a word of salvation, “Go your way, your faith has saved you.”  It was in the very act of recognizing what God had done for him, and giving thanks, that this man was saved.  As it says in the preface to Eucharistic Prayer II, “Father, it is our duty and our salvation, always and everywhere to give you thanks.” 

If we are to form men into true priests, then they must become Eucharistic people, that is, they must become men who are grateful and live lives of gratitude.  It is a terrible disjunction to preside at the Eucharist and to be someone without a grateful heart.  To be a priest fully is to be a grateful person.

Limitations of Screening and Formation

The difficult question is:  How do we become grateful people?  How do we form our seminarians so that they have a grateful heart?   What is the transforming journey that they must undergo?

First of all, let me say that there is more much human formation, healing and conversion that is necessary for all of us than we realize.  We have become so inured with the anger, sadness and violence of our dismembered world, that we do not realize how far our humanity has fallen.  I remember spending several months with the Carthusians in Vermont.  The Carthusians live a very austere, demanding life.  They wear hairshirts; their beds are straw; there is no meat; they are hermits; and they eat only one meal a day.  After finishing several months with them, I went down the mountain and got on a secular bus.  As I sat there among the lay people on the bus, I was struck and astounded by the amount of sadness on that bus.  I thought to myself, “These people are incredibly sad.  I wonder what happened to make them all so sad?”  Since the Carthusians do not read newspapers, listen to the radio or watch television, I had been cut off from news of the outside world.  I figured something must have happened while I was up on the mountain.  But after a few moments, the truth came to me: “Nothing happened to these people.  These people are always this sad.”  But I didn’t know it until I had experienced true joy.  Saint Bruno spoke of the Carthusian life as, “Peace that the world knows not and joy in the Holy Spirit.”  We all have a long way to go until we are truly and fully formed into the life of Jesus.  He told us what it would look like: “That my joy might be yours and your joy may be complete” (Jn 15:11).

Again, the difficult question arises, how do we become this Eucharistic people, this people of gratitude and joy?  To answer this question, I go back to the journey of our residents at Saint Luke Institute.  They have taught me that this journey of human formation and transformation is not an easy one.  Whenever priests or religious have psychological problems, those on the receiving end of these problems often accuse the seminaries.  They say, “You should have screened and formed them better.”  The U.S National Review Board studied “The Causes and Context of the Current Crisis in the Catholic Church.” Their report, issued February 27, 2004, said there were “two overarching contributing factors” to the crisis: the inadequate screening and inadequate formation of candidates for the priesthood.  In response to the crisis, there will be an Apostolic Visitation of every seminary in the United States.

Certainly, there is some truth to this statement.  With better screening and formation, the incidence of child abuse among priests probably would have been reduced somewhat.  But I think that it is a bit too simplistic to lay most of the problem at the feet of our seminaries.  In fact, when the Visitations take place I think they will find our seminaries to be excellent, most of them have made great strides in developing programs of human formation over the past twenty years.  I certainly have been impressed with them of late.  There were, I know, some marked difficulties in the 1970’s and 80’s, but those days are gone.  

Even so, it is too simplistic, I think, to believe that human screening and formation can identify and root out all or even most of future pathology.  The sexual abuse of minors is not a uniquely clerical issue nor is it primarily a product of the 1970’s and 80’s.  While the incidence of abuse may have spiked higher during those time frames, (even that we do not know for certain) it is sad to say that child sexual abuse occurs across cultures and down through the centuries.  It is a much broader and more complex issue than the laxity of some seminaries in the 70’s and 80’s.  

Many kinds of pathology, especially sexual problems, initially remain hidden from screeners and formation personnel.  Oftentimes it is even hidden from the consciousness of the very person who has the pathology.  Evaluators might be given remote clues, but these are often not enough to identify future difficulties.  Similarly, human formation is a long and painful journey of inner transformation.  While courses and instruction are helpful, taking such information into our beings and letting it change us is more difficult, and much of it is hidden from those responsible for formation.  We need wisdom to know what we can and cannot do during a course of human screening and formation.

But I do believe that we can make progress, even more than we have made to date.  I applaud the efforts to do all that is possible to weed out applicants whose lives are so damaged that they are not ready to be formed for the priesthood or religious life.  Also, we can offer to priestly candidates a program in human formation that will give them the information, tools, and some personal integration essential for their future lives in ministry.  Indeed, the Holy Father admonished us:  “It is my duty therefore to recommend a renewed attentiveness in the selection of vocations for the seminary, with the use of all available means for coming to an adequate knowledge of the candidates, above all, from the moral and affective point of view.  Let no bishop feel excluded from this duty of conscience for which he will have to render an account directly to God.” (John Paul II, 9/05/02, Ad limina address to the Bishops of Brazil’s Eastern Region).  The words of the Holy Father on this subject could not be stronger.

A Psychological Paschal Mystery
How do we help them on this journey?  I have watched our residents at Saint Luke Institute and their experiences have taught me something about the journey of human formation.  Being in the Institute, one senses much joy but there is also much pain.  I spoke to a religious woman a few days ago and asked her how her time at Saint Luke Institute went.  She said the process saved her life.  When I asked her if it was difficult, she rolled her eyes and said it was incredibly difficult.  Day after day she had to face the pains and hurts of her life.  Day after day she struggled through much inner conflict and went into places psychologically that she would never have chosen to go.  

This healing journey is a kind of Paschal mystery.  One might call it a psychological Paschal mystery.  Before we come to the “resurrection” of the psyche, we must first descend into the “cross” of one’s difficulties and pains.  Before one can know gratitude and peace, one descends first into the anger and hurt that lie buried and are poisoning the spirit.

A few years ago I was working with a priest who was dying of AIDS.  I often tell the story because it is so illuminative of these principles.  When I asked him about his spiritual life, he told me that he had stopped praying.  When I asked him why, he said, “Day after day I went into the chapel and prayed, and nothing happened so I gave it up.”  When I asked him how he prayed, he said, “I gave thanks and praise to God.”  This sounded pretty good.  I was not sure what to do but then I remembered the words of Saint Theresa of Avila that prayer is a conversation between friends, and that friends tell each other the truth.  She herself modeled this honesty with God when she told him, “If this is how you treat your friends, it’s no wonder you have so few.”  So, I asked the priest, “How are you feeling toward God?”  He responded, “Well, I am angry!  I am dying of AIDS!”  I suggested that he tell God how angry he was.  He balked and said, “I am afraid of upsetting God at this point in my life.”  “Well,” I responded, “If I know you’re angry at God and you know it, I’m sure God already knows.”  So, he went into the chapel and began to tell God exactly what was in his heart, including the pain and anger he felt.  Then, his prayer life started up again.  He died recently and he passed on with courage and faith.

It reminds me of the work of Walter Brueggemann entitled The Message of the Psalms.  Brueggemann noted that there are over 30 psalms that he called the “psalms of disorientation” or “psalms of darkness.”  Here, the psalmist is in distress and prays honestly and directly to God.  One hears in these psalms much hurt, pain, and, at times, anger.  Brueggemann explains why these prayers of Israel were so honest in their address to God, “The presupposition and affirmation of these psalms is that precisely in such deathly places as presented in these psalms new life is given by God....It embraces darkness as the very stuff of new life.  Indeed, Israel seems to know that new life comes nowhere else.”  It is noteworthy that the psalms now comprise the bulk of the official prayers of the Church, and thus the Liturgy of the Hours that our priests pray daily.
When priests and religious come to Saint Luke Institute, their spiritual lives often have become disconnected from their real lives.  In order to reconnect them, we ask them to sit in the chapel, at least thirty minutes each day, and just open their hearts and let God know what it going on in their lives, especially any feelings of fear, anger or distress.  “Be honest with yourself and with God,” we tell them.  Our clients, in order to enter a transformation of heart, must open their hearts to God.  Also, they must descend into the very darkness of their lives in order to find new life or, as Brueggemann says, new life comes from descending into the deathly places of our lives and presenting them to God.

While seminaries are not therapeutic programs per se, the same principles of human formation apply to both.  Our seminarians must be able to “descend into the deathly places” of their lives, and thus, as future priests, journey with the people as the people themselves descend into the darkness of their own lives.  And seminary formators are an important part of this process.  They journey with the seminarians; they explore with them the doubts and fears, the pains and challenges of their path toward wholeness and priesthood.  Of course, this implies that seminary formators are able to “descend into the deathly places” themselves.  While formators cannot take away the pain and the struggle that the seminarians are going through, they can, by their own courage and trust in God, exude a sense of peace and faith that transmits to the seminarian, usually without words, the message, “Together we can walk this path.  Together, we can make it.”

Courage, Honesty and Trust

Praying these psalms of darkness suggest the presence of some important qualities, which are essential to develop in any process of human formation.  To navigate this psychological paschal mystery implies, first of all, courage.  Such a journey is not for the faint of heart.  It requires, honesty with oneself, a willingness to face the truth. And, most of all, it suggests a growing trust.  The seminarian needs to develop enough of a trust in the formation staff to speak to them honestly of his life and struggles.  These qualities are often lacking in the priests and religious in difficulty and as they are developed, much healing takes place.  

There has been much said these days about the presence of some seminarians who are called, “rigid.”  Many times people will ask mental health professionals about such candidates.  What is their problem?  What should we do?  I am not speaking of a candidate who has a strong faith and speaks this faith with directness and honesty.  Secondly, I am not speaking of a specific theological bent because “rigid” people can come in all walks of life: liberal or conservative, young or old.  Rather, “rigidity” is a mask for much fear and distrust.  The inner self is still very fragile and the candidate protects this fragile self by not listening to others and fanatically clinging to inner platitudes and simplistic modes of thought.  In the most extreme forms, there is no formation possible because the candidate will not take in any ideas that do not conform to his own inflexible pattern, and thus, there is no possibility of change.

What drives this stance is fear.  Therefore, in the process of formation, the formators ought to approach the rigid candidate slowly and in a non-threatening way.  A direct confrontation with the candidate is likely to be counterproductive; it only elevates his fear and increases the strength of his psychological defenses.  Rather, the approach should be to foster a good relationship with the candidate, slowly letting his fears subside and a relationship of trust to develop.  In the very process of building trust and assuaging fear, the candidate makes a strong step forward in human formation.  Building trust and reducing fear are themselves part of the process of human formation.  Not surprising, much of the stuck anger in our world is a combination of anger and fear.  

The same is true of our residents at Saint Luke Institute.  The process of building relationships with therapists and other residents is itself very healing, and a major part of our therapeutic program.  Similarly, in Pastores Dabo Vobis, the Holy Father delineated some qualities that comprise authentic human formation.  He spoke of the need for a “capacity to relate to others” and the need for “true friendship.”  I could not support these more strongly.  They are, indeed, essentials in human formation.  Building relationships requires trust and honesty, necessary elements in the process of human formation.  And the presence of solid peer relationships is one of the best indicators of a healthy psyche.

Another common underlying theme of the priests and religious who come to us is the lack of peer relationships.  Fortunately, in the process of human formation and re-formation, people can learn how to make friends.  This is true for the 70-year-old as well as the 20-year-old.  Building friendships is a social skill that can be developed.

It should not be surprising to us that one of the most common themes among priests and religious who sexually molest minors is a lack of peer relationships.  This only makes sense.  Why would anyone emotionally connect with a minor unless he was not able to relate to his peers?  The presence of good peer relationships, I believe, is essential.  Conversely, the absence of peer relationships suggests an individual is not ready for orders.  There are strong spiritual overtones to such relationships.  As it says in 1 John 4:20, “One who has no love for the brother he has seen cannot love the God he has not seen.” 

Self-will Run Riot

Finally, let me make one more connection with the human transformation that occurs in the lives of our residents at Saint Luke Institute.  About ten percent do not make progress in the program and are treatment failures.  There can be many reasons why an individual fails to make progress.  There is one particular reason which is perhaps most common.  The phrase we use is: “self-will run riot.”  By this we mean that the individual refuses to listen to anyone.  He or she does not listen to fellow residents, the therapists, or anyone from the diocese or religious community.  He or she says, “I am right and everyone else is wrong.”


It reminds me of the humorous story about a woman who called her husband on his cell phone as he was driving on the major highway through the city.  The wife said, “George, be careful.  I have been listening to the radio and there is some idiot driving down the highway going the wrong way.”  He responded, “Martha, I know exactly what you mean.  But, there’s not one person driving the wrong way, there are hundreds of them.”


It is a “self-will run riot” when we listen to no one but ourselves.  Ultimately, it is a lack of humility and narcissistic.  Human formation relies upon, and also fosters, humility and openness in the candidate.  He ought to be willing to listen to others, to take in criticism, and to believe that others can and do speak the truth.  It reminds me of the words of one of the great doctors of the Church, “The one who directs himself is being directed by a fool.”


We see some of this “self-will run riot” in our society and sadly in parts of our Church today.  There are fringe groups who hold themselves up as standard bearers of the truth. For these groups, the Pope is not Catholic enough.  They may espouse a liberal agenda or a conservative one, but in the end, they make themselves out to be the standard by which all is judged.


Our seminarians need to be humble enough to listen to others; narcissism is a terrible affliction.  Our seminarians need to have enough of a grip on reality to know that they are not the center of the universe.  In matters of faith, we look to our bishops in harmony with the Holy Father to guide us.  We believe that the Ark of Peter is being inexorably led to its final consummation in Christ.  We have an old Latin phrase that aptly describes this position of humility and faith.  It is sentire cum ecclesiae, to think with the Church.  We do this because we are humble enough not to place ourselves at the center of the universe; we do this because we are Catholic believers.


After the Gerasene demoniac encounters Jesus, he is transformed.  He is no longer naked but fully clothed, that is, he is no longer an animal.  He “sits,” that is, he can rest; he has inner peace.  He is no longer tortured inside.  He no longer will live among the dead but now wants to accompany Jesus.  He is fully human once again.  It is in our encounter with Jesus that we become fully human.  It is in Jesus that our humanity is finally and completely formed. 

Do Not Be Afraid


My days at Saint Luke Institute have convinced me of how destructive fear can be.  Fear paralyzes the psyche.  It stops us from trusting others.  It destroys human relationships.  It keeps us from looking inside ourselves and descending into the darkness within.  Thus, it keeps us from embarking on the road to human transformation.  


It is surprising how many times Jesus encourages us with the words, “Do not be afraid.”  He rarely spoke about sexual sins.  He often spoke to us about fear.  Sexual sins can cause much scandal and devastation, but fear destroys the very ground of faith- trust in God.


I think it providential that the Holy Father began his pontificate from the balcony at Saint Peter’s with the inspired words, “Do not be afraid.”  These are important words given to us by our Saviour.  They are important words for the Church.  They are important for our seminarians on the road to priesthood.  Do not be afraid.  It is fear that paralyzes the psyche.  It is fear that kills relationships.  It is fear that keeps us from embracing the cross of suffering which, in faith, leads us to a resurrection of gratitude and joy.  I wish there were an easier way.  Sometimes I say to our residents, “I wish that the program here were easier; I wish that you did not have to undergo such a painful transformation.”  But, sadly, there is no shortcut; there is no easy path.


The road to becoming fully alive and fully human is a long one that continues in earnest after ordination and final vows.  We continue to experience a kind of paschal mystery by diving into the darkness of our lives and experiencing a birth to new life.  We feel the hurt and anger, pain and sorrow buried in the fallen human heart so that we might nurture the gratitude of the Christian and the joy of the Risen Christ.  


  In the end, human formation is the process whereby we become a Eucharistic people.  Our spirits soar with an authentic gratitude for all that God has done and the joy of the Risen Christ suffuses our hearts and shines through our faces and lives.  Getting to such a place is long and painful.  But, it is well worth the struggle…and then some.  
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