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“A path to pursuing a life of faith one step at a time … In this delightfully nonparochial volume of Christian common sense, Paul Wilkes argues that what the nation needs now is a good enough dose of authentic Christianity.”
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“Obviously, The Good Enough Catholic is intended mainly for a Catholic audience. However, Protestant readers should find his explanations of Catholic teachings informative. Much of his discussion of prayer and family life will be applicable, and even profitable, for any Christian.”
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“A refreshingly new way to look at the church of Rome.”

—The Spokesman Review (WA)




“Recommended … [Wilkes] offers readable and practical suggestions to guide conflicted and imperfect but sincere seekers toward a moral life within the church.… Refreshingly positive.”
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For my Tracy, Noah, and Daniel—
Good Enough Catholics All





If a collision occurs, it is not enough to say that you followed the rule, for the rule requires that you take whatever action necessary to avoid a collision. This means that if the give-way vessel fails to act appropriately, the stand-on vessel may actually be required to violate the rules, if that is what it takes to avoid a collision.

—U.S. COAST GUARD AUXILIARY
Boating Skills and Seamanship (10th ed.)

And as he sat at table in the house, behold, many tax collectors and sinners came and sat down with Jesus and his disciples. And when the Pharisees saw this, they said to his disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?” But when he heard it, he said, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. Go and learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy, and not sacrifice.’ For I came not to call the righteous, but sinners.”

—MATTHEW 9:10–13
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INTRODUCTION

With a good measure of hope and even more humility, I want to propose a new approach to living the life of a Catholic today—The Good Enough Catholic.

I say “new,” and yet what is ever really new in Catholicism? I say “good enough,” yet might that not be construed as a lukewarm response to such a magnificent and mighty faith?

If I might explain both of these half-truths.

In a period spanning little more than a generation, we Catholics have been witnesses to perhaps the most sweeping revolution in church history. Once we were required to follow strict laws obediently, and to parrot precise answers to a series of catechism questions in defense of the “one, true church.” Suddenly, we were given license to employ our intellects and consciences in reaching decisions about our lives, our beliefs, our approach to God.

The event that caused this upheaval on what had been a tranquil and seemingly fixed Catholic landscape was, of course, the Second Vatican Council, held from 1962 to 1965. With some distance from Vatican II, it is apparent that the conclave was hardly an anomaly, and certainly not a blip on history’s screen.

It is not that Vatican II was the first—or will be the last—of the signal events that occur unpredictably and fitfully to shape religious life. Catholic history hardly began with Vatican II. The church has witnessed a long, sometimes glorious, sometimes inglorious history, filled with saints and sinners, wise and hollow judgments, oppression and transcendence.

In essence, the conclave was a response to almost unbearable tensions within Catholic doctrine, outlook, and practice that had built up and needed to be released. Surely, the scriptural metaphor of old wineskins and new wine has application here.

We can now see (as those involved in the council could hardly have comprehended) that Vatican II was a stunningly forward-looking effort, a moment of seismic upheaval in the bedrock of the institutional church that both reflected and foretold changes in the secular world. An old order was dying in the postwar world; a new order was being born. A church that had demanded rote uniformity in worship and creed, that had effectively walled off itself and its people from the supposedly corrupting forces of the surrounding culture, saw that it, too, needed to change. It, too, needed to atone for sins of commission and omission.

Remarkably, the church—virtually overnight, in terms of its long history—opened itself to diverse approaches to God, announcing that the world was no longer to be piously shunned. Instead, the world outside the church would also be looked upon as God’s domain—and, regarded in this way, should be transformed by a Catholic presence that included not just the hierarchy and clergy, but lay people as well.

A call for a new Catholicism had been sounded.

With such a recent and fundamental reorientation in a church that had seemed impervious to change—as well as the backlash it produced—it is hardly surprising that so many Catholics today find themselves conflicted on how, and whether, to live as a Catholic. Such rapid shifts, however needed or overdue, extract their own cost.

To both the promised enfranchisement of Vatican II and the traditionalist reaction that followed in its wake, the response of Catholics ranged from the easily predictable to the absolutely unthinkable. Some turned away—not only from Catholicism, but from all religious observance. For these, the world appeared no longer to have need of, or use for, institutional belief. Others sampled from the rich offerings of other faith traditions—from ancient Buddhism and Islam—to New Age methods and “human potential” movements. In the American mind, therapy seemed to replace religion as the path to inner fulfillment. Still others recoiled and tried to rebuild the mighty fortress, opting for a fundamentalism stripped bare of doubt or questioning.

But by far the vast majority of Catholics—despite their wide variance in observance and in their acceptance of church doctrine and teachings—still cling to Catholicism. Within this majority are people who attend mass regularly, participate in parish life, educate their children in Catholic schools—and those who do none of these things. Regardless of their individual approach, each, if asked, would proclaim themselves Catholic. We have, in essence, a “real” Church and a shadow Church—both, in remarkable ways, Catholic at their core.

Some would maintain that such widespread disaffection and varieties of religious experience are evidence of a church profoundly out of touch with its people. Equally, others would counter, we the people are a hopelessly relativistic lot, with ego gratification, rather than God’s will, as our goal. We are out of step with a church that has kept truth alive, through Dark Ages and Enlightenment, for 2,000 years.
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THE NEED REMAINS

My own feeling is that we just haven’t yet figured out how to be Catholics at this transitional time in history.

Admittedly, this is not an easy task. Catholics are understandably unwilling to abandon the individuality they have struggled painfully to discover, only to return to a cookie-cutter approach to religious belief. Yet, on the other hand—as many a seeker has found—when that unique me is the centerpiece of worship, and the mystery of God has been shoved off to the side, a hollowness results.

This period we are in, I sense, marks a certain kind of Catholic spiritual adolescence—one beyond the time of complete parental constraint that marked the pre-Vatican II church, yet one terribly unsure of what is to be done with newfound freedoms. Whatever stage we may be experiencing, and however we may be able to articulate the current faith dilemma, the old and basic need for a divine presence in our lives has not gone away.

What we seek is a belief at once transcendently compelling and eminently practical—a true, reliable, and lasting light to illuminate our lives; a spiritual force to infuse our beings and inform our judgments; a compass by which to set our course. We want something to help us live life and confront death, a way to shape our morality, a set of principles we can take into the bedroom as well as the boardroom—a faith that can weather our various trials, moods, and seasons. We yearn for a life rooted in, but not stunted by, religious tradition; a value structure that can wisely assay the worth and role of secular culture, yet preserve us from being enslaved by it.

In the midst of the social and religious turmoil that surrounds us, many Catholics simply walked away in frustration or marginalized themselves from their faith; indeed, an entire generation of Catholic-born children have been raised with little knowledge or understanding of the religious beliefs that shaped their parents and the American Catholic ethos. We are now witnessing the rise of the best secularly educated group of cradle Catholics ever born—and, religiously, the least literate. Their parents had a rich Catholic culture and faith as their foundation and guide—something to live by, return to, or continually rebel against. Their children, while calling themselves Catholic, have no such baseline. As Stephen Carter has argued in The Culture of Disbelief, religion, once central to an individual’s core identity and outlook, has been trivialized to the status of a hobby. God has become optional. Yet many Catholics today, sensing an emptiness in their lives, are reconsidering their attempt to opt for life without God. What once seemed like greater freedom now seems only deeper darkness. 
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A NEW CATHOLICISM

It is the premise of this book, and the conviction of its writer, that there is a Catholicism—a new kind of Catholicism—that is exactly right for this spiritually hungry, morally unsure, and self-reflective time. I think Catholicism, properly understood, offers a unique, total, satisfying, diverse approach to living, one far too valuable and tested to shun because of disagreements with certain of its teachings, or remembrance of pain inflicted. Father James J. Bacik, a Toledo priest, has summed it up well:


Our culture needs precisely what the Catholic heritage has to offer. Our tradition of community and our parish structure are vital antidotes to rampant individualism. Our insistence on discipline and simplicity of life counters the materialism and hedonism which threaten the cultures. Our understanding of sainthood is helpful in a society whose heroes are less than exemplary. The Catholic imagination has an appreciation of the mystery dimension of life, which challenges the one-dimensional outlook of our secular world. Our insistence that moral values are best grounded in religious convictions provides a useful antidote to the moral relativism which weakens society. We bring to a world grown pessimistic about solving great problems an abiding hope that history will reach its goal and that God will ultimately reconcile the human family.1



While agreeing with this appraisal, some might contend that fundamental change must come to the church before it can be their home. Yes, change may come to Catholicism—from birth control to divorce to married clergy—but, meanwhile, our lives must go on. To wait for a perfect church (or our idea of a perfect church) is to wait in vain. Many are adrift in heavy seas—and this bark of Catholicism, though fragile and sometimes uncomfortable, is at hand.

I believe that there are ways to live out a Catholicism today that is at once faithful and thoughtful, a Catholicism offering the freedom both to participate in its life and to disagree genuinely with some of its ways. It is a Catholicism that can enrich a person’s life and help that person transform family, community, and world. It is a Catholicism rooted in the life and inspiration of Jesus Christ, a Catholicism that can spring up in the good soil of this world, at this time in our lives.

I am a member of that vast majority of Catholics I spoke of earlier—those who find themselves at odds with certain teachings and practices of the church, but are unable to stay away from what has been the single most formative influence in our lives. As I am presuming to say something about how and why to live a specifically Catholic expression of Christianity, a few words may be in order about myself and how this book came about.

I was raised in St. Benedict’s, a Slovak Catholic parish in Cleveland, Ohio. Both Catholic and ethnic identity were strong in those days; not only did we not know Protestants or Jews, we didn’t even know Catholics of other ethnic backgrounds. I eventually went to a Catholic high school, Cathedral Latin, and a Catholic college, Marquette University.

With seventeen years of Catholic education behind me, I surprised even myself when I married—for, it would turn out, the first time—outside the Church. I did not attend Catholic churches for many years. I eventually divorced. In the course of a life rooted in the pre—Vatican II church, and lived in a vastly different church, I embodied what was good in Catholicism, founding and working in a homeless shelter. I was also a rather multifaceted sinner, succeeding in breaking virtually all the rules I had learned to regard as sacred. Mine has hardly been a seamless Catholic life.

Many times I have found myself at odds with Catholic doctrine—appalled by the inadequacies of the clergy, hurt by the insensitivity of hierarchy, and disillusioned by the hypocrisy of lay people. But I have never found a more sensible and holy way of living a life. When I was younger, I thought Catholicism was the way. I have found, instead, that it is a way. But it certainly has proved to be my way. The Catholic faith of my childhood faith has grown, just as my body has matured. Each has weathered storms. Each, though dramatically and irrevocably changed, is still with me.

So, here I am—Catholic, father, husband, journalist, pilgrim on the face of the earth, but neither a theologian nor a Catholic apologist—seeking both answers to life’s questions and examples on which to pattern my life.
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VOICES

This book about Catholicism came to be, first, through a visit to a twentieth-century bookstore—and then by way of journeys into the mind of a modern-day child psychologist, and a twelfth-century philosopher. Both of my educators are, oddly enough, Jews.

I don’t know whether my struggle to be a decent parent or a decent Catholic in today’s world was more on my mind when I wandered into a bookstore in Worcester, Massachusetts. As a new and somewhat unsure parent, I was scanning the “child rearing” section when my eyes settled on the spine of a book. Amidst the hyperbole and catchy covers, this one title appealed to me with its modest claim. The book was The Good Enough Parent by Bruno Bettelheim. I flipped back the cover and read the flap copy.

“Child rearing is a complicated undertaking, different for every parent, demanding in different ways from one day to the next, impossible to define with hard-and-fast rules, baffling, instinctual, as daunting a task as it is rewarding.” I could feel a tingle of recognition ripple along the nerve endings at the back of my neck. This man knew my heart!

When I reread the flap copy later, I realized I had unconsciously inserted the words “Catholicism” and “person” into the respective places of “child rearing” and “parent.” Thus began the reading of a book that proved to be a good primer for this inexperienced parent—and an even more useful approach for understanding and living out Catholicism today. 

Bettelheim, an eminent child psychologist, had expanded on the concept of the “good enough mother” of D. W. Winnicott, another wise observer of parents and children. Key to the “good enough” concept was the idea that, while the caretaker-parent need not be perfect, there needed to be a sufficiently healthy and nurturing (“good enough”) relationship—so that the child, with a certain sense of security, could eventually develop a wholesome sense of self. This bond needed to be strong, reassuring, and in certain ways ever-present; but eventually the child would have to grow, leave the protected environment of the home, and face a world that would not hold his or her best interests as primary. The child would grow into an adult confronted by the necessity of making decisions unprotected by familial love. The child would no longer have the parent’s reassuring presence in person, but would carry it internally, psychically. The basic relatedness was always there.

Bettelheim’s book was certainly not meant to be a new catechism for modern-day Catholics. But as I thought further about his approach, I realized that it contained many nuggets of wisdom easily applicable to a Catholic’s religious pursuit and spiritual life. For, only when we can receive reinforcement for our best efforts—only when we feel loved and accepted by God—will we have the courage to go on to develop a good and moral life. By contrast, if we are continually told that we are inadequate, bad, and unworthy—in short, not good enough—our spiritual selves will be stunted, and we will simply give up trying.

The anxiety produced by constant feelings of inadequacy or guilt was ultimately counterproductive, Bettelheim argued, and corrosive to human growth. Yes, guidelines needed to be drawn and reinforced; total permissiveness was an insidious form of neglect. But mistakes made would be more than compensated by the many good and right things the “good enough” parent would do. For within one’s self was a reservoir of instinctual behavior that could be relied upon. Common sense, and our basic good instincts, were more often than not a very accurate guide. There was not one correct way to act, making all other ways incorrect, invalid, and potentially damaging. 

What was most amazing to me was the notion that being “good enough” was actually being quite good, and hardly a small achievement in itself. It did not mean there were no rules or boundaries, nor any need for self-examination. Being “good enough” represented a thoughtful, heart-ful response to the myriad issues with which life confronts us.

The person who is at once relaxed and alert, at turns compassionate and unbending—depending on the situation—will end up being an exemplary parent and person, producing equally thoughtful, balanced children. Bettelheim, in essence, was calling for excellence, but not demanding perfection—and all the while validating the role of inner experience.

Soon after discovering this “good enough” concept, I came upon another man who also had clearly understood the complexity of twentieth-century Catholic belief. Moses Maimonides (d. 1204), one of the greatest medieval philosophers, was essentially a religious and philosophical rationalist. He was roundly attacked, and his books were banned and burned—all because he was impious enough to assert that it was within human capacity to discern the reasons for God’s laws. To the Jewish religious leaders of his day, this was heresy of the worst sort. Maimonides fought bitterly against those who merely proclaimed laws and cared little about their underlying rationale, their difficulty, or their consequences. His ringing praise for the majesty of God and God’s laws, and his stinging criticism of the hidebound rabbinic interpretations of those laws, was set forth in a volume gamely titled Guide for the Perplexed.

Faith and intellect were partners in the makeup of Maimonides’ ideal believer, producing a person who could live a life close to God while withstanding the storms of the individual mind as well as the shifting tides of public sentiment.

You could find God while being perplexed, and in being perplexed, Maimonides maintained.

“Good Enough.” “Perplexed.” They added up—for me—to a way to be formed, and to live, as a Catholic. 
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ACCEPTANCE AND DEMAND

For I sensed that if Catholicism, lived out in this day by us ordinary people, was to be the universal, open, embracing religion that the word “catholic” implies—if a church founded upon the life story of a man who preached and practiced love and acceptance was to fulfill his mandate—then the pathways to union with God, though strewn with roadblocks and crises, must be paved with compassion, forgiveness, and hope as well. Religion, after all, is not an absolute science; it is an art and a continuing discovery.

As I set out to gather the stories and information that would eventually make up this book, I quickly saw that it is only our own myopic vision (and often a good dose of lingering Catholic guilt) that keeps Catholicism one of the most misunderstood treasures, and least tapped resources, of our lives.

I found that Catholicism is being lived out in America in a variety of wonderful and enriching ways, each true to a vision at once authentic to that person and still well beneath the wide and sweeping tent pitched for this community of believers. Indeed, there is more room in Catholicism than a person might imagine. From Bible-quoting fundamentalist Catholics to Catholics who have found a spirituality rooted in Buddhist meditation, from Catholics who celebrate the mass in an uproarious charismatic celebration to those who prefer the quiet dignity of a Tridentine Mass, the church is broad enough for all. I found masses begun with the gentle tinkle of a bell, or a blast through a conch shell. The range is almost embarrassingly inclusive. Catholicism’s faithful need not believe themselves to be part of an “either/or” religion, but rather one that espouses a “both/and” approach. There is unity, to be sure, but not uniformity.

Most would not claim my term as their own—and in fact may feel they are nowhere near “good enough”—but I found that Good Enough Catholics already abound; they have naturally evolved. They are fueled and inspired by Catholic teaching, sacraments, and community. They are also frustrated at times—both with the responsibilities of being a moral, religious person in a seemingly amoral, secular world, and with an institution that seems painfully slow to change and downright heartless at times. Yet they go on, even as authoritative voices within the church proclaim that unless you believe this and reject that, you cannot consider yourself a Catholic. Those voices will continue to be heard. But a more powerful voice is that of Christ, whose message was far less dogmatic and certainly more enigmatic. There is a dialectic—seemingly a contradiction—present in the life and teachings of Christ, a tension that puzzles, prods, and undergirds Catholics. Christ reached out his arms and said that God loved all people, no matter how far they sought to run away; the worst sinners were welcomed. Yet, almost in the same breath, he pointed a finger and said we can never do enough. There is room enough within Catholicism for us to rest secure in Christ’s love, and to be challenged constantly.
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THE APPROACH

This book is focused on three purposes.

First, we all need to know the tradition in which we are rooted. For Catholics, this means trying to understand how human history and church history have transpired to influence church teaching and, through it, the lives of ordinary Catholics. A group of them—us—are alive today; and like Catholics throughout our rich history, we, in our own set of unique circumstances, seek a way to battle our inner demons and doubt, honor our God, and find happiness and fulfillment on this earth.

We do not need to reinvent the Catholic Church in our day; we need to reinterpret it. Our rich history stands behind us, not only sanctioning our pursuit, but urging us on.

For classical Catholic tradition holds that not only must ecclesia docens—church teaching—be used to guide the right conduct of the faithful, but so must the sensus fidelium—the response of the faithful—be considered. Both are crucial elements for the formation of a truly Catholic view of ourselves and the world. Neither is supreme; taken together, they represent a partnership we need to understand better, a partnership that has been, sadly, forgotten.

It is my hope that, through its short summary of various aspects of Catholic tradition, The Good Enough Catholic will offer some degree of education (as I was educated in researching it)—a refresher course for the initiated, new and crucial information for the many unchurched young Catholics, and a helpful guide for people with no faith background looking to the church as the place where they might find their spiritual home.

Second, as it moves from part to part, chapter to chapter, The Good Enough Catholic provides a way of addressing the most elemental and crucial parts of our lives, and help in answering the often vexing questions that any moral person faces. It needs to be said that this is not a book of sure answers. It is not a “how to” book. The intention is more to engender an attitude, a way that will provide readers the tools with which to fashion their own, individual lives—or, to put it another way, the moral building blocks of life. Institutional, spiritual, and human dimensions will be taken into account, for, while we all are part of Catholicism, each Catholic’s experience is unique. We live in a variety of contexts—family, neighborhood, work, country, church—and each needs to be considered.

In essence, The Good Enough Catholic seeks to lay a firm foundation upon which to build a life, a new kind of Catholic life. The experiences of the people within this book are testimony that Catholicism can be lived in creative fidelity to both the church and to one’s conscience—with elements of faith, of intellect, of experience.

Third, The Good Enough Catholic presents a challenge, a call to begin a transformation. At the end of each chapter, a number of suggestions are offered for putting theory into practice—gently, quietly, not perfectly. But Good Enough.

Please do not consider this a workbook. These are not chores to perform, or forced exercises. They are suggested as a natural progression for those who want to experience in practice what they can see makes sense in theory.

We live in an era of enormous freedom, freedom that carries with it equally enormous responsibility. Sometimes the freedom is dizzying and disorienting, and the responsibility seems overwhelming and daunting. And yet we want our lives to stand for something; we want challenges, not placebos. Catholicism can provide the guidelines, the encouragement, the sustenance, and the support system.

There is power in commitment. There is power, largely untapped, in the Catholic Church and in Catholic belief. And there is power within you beyond anything you have yet imagined.

One final note by way of introduction. In the course of doing the research for this book, it was my privilege to meet with scores of Good Enough Catholics all across the nation, to hear the stories of how they have lived out this faith we share, and to learn from them the ways in which they have struggled (often more successfully than I have) with the issues I wanted to address in this book. It soon became apparent to me that what I wanted to say would be greatly amplified by what they had to say to me. As a result, you will find throughout the chapters that follow the voices of a number of Good Enough Catholics. They are real people, living real lives, and working out a real faith—within the Catholic tradition we share. They did not always agree with me, or indeed with each other; but that is the whole point of the genuine quest that stands at the center of being a Good Enough Catholic. They were a source of tremendous inspiration to me, and I am deeply grateful to each of them. Occasionally, because of the circumstances of someone’s life or the things they wanted to say, it seemed appropriate and right to protect their identity through the use of a pseudonym. When I have done so, an asterisk (*) follows the name I have given to that person.  
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THE INNER LIFE
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Without an inner life, we are wayfarers in the blackness of night without a light to guide us, lonesome travelers on life’s road.

For the Good Enough Catholic, that inner life begins in the mystery of God and the reality of the man, Jesus Christ (chapter 1). We seek God, but God is unseen. Jesus Christ, who walked this earth, was a visible expression of God, a sign of God’s hope for the human race.

The mass, and its central focus on the Eucharist (chapter 2), provides our primary sensory and spiritual encounter with God and Jesus Christ. The sacraments (chapter 3) are signs of the continuing presence of God in the world, offering sustenance and inspiration for our journey.

In prayer and the nurturing of a spiritual life (chapter 4), we reach out to God and, in turn, he touches us. Strengthened, we go forth into the world to live a moral life (chapter 5).
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JESUS CHRIST
Wistfulness, Wishful Thinking, and Reality

Jesus Christ, the central figure of history, is the link between the historic covenant made by God with the wandering people of Israel, and another covenant, made by a God who chose to be physically present on earth in order to proclaim a message of timeless reconciliation between humankind and its loving creator. While certainly distinct, both covenants had the same object: to show God’s nature to his people, and to reveal a plan for people to live in relationship with him and in harmony with their neighbors. God chose to be known in, and through, these covenants.

In essence, both covenants were unique points of contact between God and the beings he had made, beings whose very nature summoned them to transcend their earthly limitations and seek the divine.

To introduce a divine presence and make known a divine plan was a major order at both of these moments in history, 4,000 and 2,000 years ago. When God vowed to be the God of Israel and the Jews agreed in turn to be his people, the world was largely a chaotic, pagan place. Human sacrifice was widely practiced; the strong ruled, while the vast majority of humanity lived in constant fear and wretched poverty. There was no concept of the dignity and destiny of each person. In this setting, a tiny tribe of Israelites sought an alternative, vowing to live by a code of laws that sanctified daily actions and regarded all people as equal before their creator. 

In what Catholics call the Old Testament, God spoke directly to and through the prophets, forming the people of Israel with both laws and direct intercession. The Jewish people were at times rescued and sustained, at other times punished and admonished, as they observed or ignored the way he had ordained for them.

With the birth of Jesus Christ, God stepped beyond using intermediaries to bring his message, and, Christians believe, came to earth to live as a human being. Jesus’ message was clear and revolutionary to a world that, while certainly more advanced than the world of the early Hebrews, still had little regard for the worth of every individual. The message was this: No longer was the tribe or nation into which you were born a measure of your humanity. Whether you were highborn or low, man or woman, Greek or Jew, slave or free, made no difference. All people were children of God, loved equally by a creator in heaven. The social, economic, ethnic, sexual, and religious distinctions so tenaciously held and harshly imposed could no longer be used to elevate the few and denigrate the masses. Compassion and justice were the hallmarks of God’s nature.

Throughout his life, by his example and by his words—both in the allegorical stories of the parables and by his direct exhortations—Jesus taught a moral code, a way of life ordained by God. In the words of St. Cyprian, “The commands of the gospel are nothing else than God’s lessons, the foundations on which to build up hope, the supports for strengthening faith, the food that nourishes the heart. They are the rudder for keeping us on the right course.… ”1

As we begin to consider what it is to be a Good Enough Catholic, we need first to understand, as best we can, who it is that founded our faith. Who are we following? What kind of man was Jesus Christ in his lifetime—and what kind of presence can he be in our lifetime? 
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SHROUDED AND REVEALED

The person of Jesus Christ is enormously complex, at once vividly and poetically detailed in Holy Scripture, shrouded in history, and wrapped—often smothered—in layers of doctrinal gauze.

The nearest we have to contemporary portrayals of the life of Jesus comes, of course, from the New Testament gospels, each of which told the story of his life from a slightly different perspective. These accounts, written one or two generations after the death of Jesus,’ may or may not have been the work of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John; most are certainly compilations of various texts. The Catholic Church acknowledges that there are three stages of tradition within the Gospels that must be considered: first, the actual life of Jesus Christ, his actions and his words; second, the oral handing-down of the story of his life and ministry; and finally, the actual written word, which forms the basis of the New Testament as we know it today. So, each stage possesses its own reality—some of which we know, much of which we do not.

In his life, Jesus seemed to play many (often seemingly contradictory) roles. He was at once an obedient and divine Son to a heavenly Father, and a normal mortal pleading for an alternative to the bitter cup of death by crucifixion. He preached peace, yet angrily overturned the tables in the temple. He allowed the tax collector to continue his rounds, but demanded that the rich young man sell everything. Jesus is alternately teacher, ruler, judge, king, holy man, mystic, liberator, brother, apocalyptic prophet, social revolutionary, and healer. He is both peacemaker and the disrupter of peace. We see him today as a man who responded differently in different situations, sometimes surprisingly so.

Confronting such a multifaceted individual, it is little wonder that the church attempted, over the centuries, to interpret the words of Scripture so that the faithful not be led astray. Many Catholics can remember the days when simply reading the Bible was discouraged, on the belief that the ordinary faithful did not possess the knowledge or erudition to understand the reality of the man upon whose life their own religious life was based. Instead, we were served up tiny dollops of Scripture each Sunday and immediately told exactly what they meant.

Much debate throughout church history has centered on questions concerning, on the one hand, the “person” of Jesus Christ, and, on the other, the “work” he performed. In other words, this debate sought somehow to distinguish between what about Jesus was human and what was divine. The early church struggled to construct a body of teachings about Jesus that stressed his divine nature, and overlooked, if not ignored, his human side, as well as the historical era in which he lived. By the Middle Ages, culminating in the work of Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274), the distinctions became even more marked; Jesus Christ the human being was deemed too immediate, too lowly, for inclusion in teachings about Jesus Christ the Son of the Most High.

With the dawning of the Enlightenment in the eighteenth century, as political upheavals, philosophical skepticism, and scientific discoveries challenged what had become the church’s unquestioned religious authority, new approaches to understanding Jesus Christ were born. These ideas were opposed bitterly by the church for over a century, which maintained that it alone—not human reason, historical research, or scientific fact—could plumb the depths of the mystery of Jesus Christ.

It was not until the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) that Jesus Christ was “released” from the shrouds of mystery and doctrinal exactitude imposed by centuries of church intervention, and a new appreciation—indeed, a reintegration—of the historical and divine man begun. Even so, many Catholics alive today—myself among them—were taught to set Jesus Christ apart from and above them, convinced that it was nothing short of sacrilegious to bid him come down from a tabernacle on an altar, or a throne in heaven, and into our lives.

The past twenty-five years have dramatically changed how we regard Jesus Christ. As the theologian David Tracy notes, more has been written about Jesus in that comparatively short period than had been written in the 1,975 years preceding them.2 Archaeological discoveries in the cities and villages where Jesus preached and lived, interpreted by a new generation of biblical scholars, have given us a much clearer understanding of this man—placing him not only in a historical and cultural context, but in an even more accurate religious one. Where once this field of “Jesus studies” was the domain of a small group of academics and theologians, many of today’s Catholic seekers, struggling with their own religious beliefs, are hungry to understand who Jesus really was in hopes of making him an integral and active part of their lives. Marcus J. Borg, a leading Jesus scholar, observes of these seekers, “For them, their childhood understanding of Jesus and the Bible at some point stopped working, but their religious interest remains.”3

We Good Enough Catholic lay people are not alone on the path of discovering who Jesus was and is. The majority of Catholic priests and nuns were themselves schooled in the same limited view. “I love that experience of these different parts of Jesus that seem strange to me for long periods, and then all of a sudden become familiar,” says Father William Kenneally,4 the pastor of St. Gertrude’s, one of Chicago’s most vibrant parishes.
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FORMED TO FIT

Whether our Jesus resides on the altar or sits next to us as we drive to work, we may discover that our own idea of the Savior is sometimes born of convenient choice.

“Too often the Christ of our personal faith bears little resemblance to the Jesus of history or the Christ of the church’s faith,” advises Richard P. McBrien in his comprehensive and readable volume, Catholicism. “We make of Jesus Christ what we would like him to be for us. Consequently, he no longer challenges us from the outside to conform to him, but rather we project on him all that we are or would like to be. The affirmation of the Lordship of Jesus becomes, then, a form of self-affirmation.”5

To stubbornly make only one of the characteristics of Jesus your definitive statement about him and the measure of how he should influence your life is much the same as quoting from the Bible to prove a point. Through skilled and selective use of Holy Scripture, it is possible to support an argument for unrelenting warfare or for absolute pacifism, for resisting authority or yielding to it, for turning a cheek or standing pat. Such arguments are not necessarily wrong—but by reducing the message of the Bible to a few favorite phrases, the result is likely to be far from right. No less the same is true of the complex character of Jesus of Nazareth.

If Catholicism is to be the truly rich, life-enhancing experience we expect it to be (or else why pursue the Good Enough Catholic life at all?), we need to find in Jesus Christ a model to challenge and inspire us, not merely an empty vessel to fill with lukewarm self-affirmation. We need a divine presence, here and now, in our present condition. We need a Jesus in the home, on the street, on the job, in the community and world—as well as a Jesus in church or private prayer. We need a Jesus who is consistent, and yet able—and who can help us to be able—to deal with the inconsistencies and ever-changing circumstances of life.

Moreover, we will find that we need a different Jesus Christ at different points in our lives. If there are stages of emotional growth, are there not stages of spiritual growth? The Jesus of our childhood is not the Jesus of our adult life.

What stops many of us Catholics from really drawing on Jesus Christ’s example and power is that our Jesus quite literally never got past grade school. We grew up, but somehow he didn’t. The Jesus that many of us learned about was a superhuman being possessed of divine qualities and miraculous powers. He could turn water into wine, produce a net full offish, heal a leper, even raise the dead. He seemed to know exactly what his mission was, and he fulfilled it to perfection. He was profoundly other-worldly. Yes, we were taught that he was “like us in all things yet without sin,” but few really believed it. Jesus was to be honored and revered—and therefore, in deference to his overwhelming holiness, most of us kept our distance.

We could hardly imagine a Jesus who cried as a baby, didn’t want to do his household chores as a teenager, or wondered (and perhaps worried) as an adult where his next meal would come from. In the pre—Vatican II church, theology was more dogmatic than pastoral, more interested in defending the “one, true faith” through the development of apologetics than inspiring people to live that faith as best they could. The theology of that era was selective, effectively cutting Jesus off from his time and place in history. As Catholics we were to adore, but never to befriend; to have a personal relationship with Jesus seemed too Protestant for most of us. “Jesus Christ, the same yesterday, today, and tomorrow,” resounds through the corridors of our minds. Ultimately, that distant, unchangeable Jesus was not much of a help to us as we grew—and indeed, often more of a problem.

The idea of an unchangeable Jesus Christ simply hasn’t proven true in my life, and perhaps not in yours either. The Jesus I prayed to for a new electric train, or to help me penetrate the mysteries of algebra, is not the Jesus I call out to in the dark nights of the life of a writer or parent. Yes, a childlike faith can remain with us; I hope it never leaves me. But as we understand more about ourselves and experience more of life, our relationship to Jesus can also change.


“I knew who Christ was theologically, historically, doctrinally from my seminary training, that I was supposed to bring the message of the incardinated Christ into the world. But what did all that mean to a living, breathing human being? Ah, my youthful, intellectual, and sure approach to Christ! What I didn’t understand was that the Gospels are living, being borne out in each generation, that Christ is alive in a different way every day of my life.”

—MARTY HEGARTY

“I listened to high school kids—rough-looking kids you would be afraid of on the street—and heard them talk about Jesus as their ‘Walk boy,’ their best friend. They had faith, they really knew him; he was a part of their lives.”

—JOHN BUTLER
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THE “CORE” OF JESUS CHRIST

Accepting that the words of the New Testament can neither be taken completely at face value, nor are completely accurate historically, might at first seem an insurmountable impediment to understanding Jesus as a man, and as God’s son. But getting past such literal restrictions actually frees the Good Enough Catholic to better understand, and then embrace, Jesus’ message.

Indeed, stripped of our selective readings and the church’s sometimes self-serving interpretations, the message of Jesus is startlingly clear. There is a sturdy consistency in what he said, did, and stood for that has not materially changed. Four threads, woven through his life, underscore this consistency: Jesus’ dealings with religious authority; the audience he chose to speak to; the new commandment, love, that he stressed; and the way he never shied from being tested. These “attitudes” of Jesus show us the essence of his life and message, and create a foundation upon which the Good Enough Catholic can build a life.

In attempting to understand the man regarded as the founder of Christianity, we must remember that Jesus was a traditional, law-abiding Jew—and not the first Christian. He worshiped and taught in a synagogue, prayed as a Jew, and performed Jewish rituals. Modern scholarship has concluded that it was never Jesus’ intention to start a new religion, but instead to reform and humanize Judaism as it was practiced in his day. He said he came not to abolish Jewish law, but to make it a means both to salvation and to a good and peaceful life on earth.

It is when Jesus confronts religious authorities (notably, he never advocated revolution against the Roman occupation) that the first key aspect of his ministry becomes apparent. At a time when ritual observance was central to Jewish religious life, Jesus was calling for something far deeper: an inner, personal transformation. Circumcision marked the Jewish male; Jesus was calling for a circumcision of every heart, male and female. External observances, while they could help to enrich one’s faith, were hollow without a proper inner disposition.

Again and again, Jesus found himself in opposition to the clerical hierarchy and teachers of the law—the Judaic “magisterium,” if you will. He exasperated the religious authorities of the day by proclaiming that not every law was of equal importance, and that no law could be uniformly enforced in all situations. Food was not impure; it was what came out of one’s mouth that mattered, not what went in. He pointed out that Judaism’s leaders had fashioned an oppressive yoke, rather than a means to salvation; they had strayed from God’s intent. Yes, the sabbath should be kept holy—but not if a person was in need of healing, or a donkey required a lift out of a ditch. Jesus challenged traditional beliefs, proclaiming that it was not only acceptable, but sometimes necessary, to disobey religious edicts in order to obey God.

And so, Jesus Christ’s teachings regarding religious practice were object lessons in divine common sense, not slavish adherence to a given set of rules.


“The Jesus that I know is a Jesus who works with people nobody else wanted to deal with, I want to walk in Jesus’ shoes and do what he would have done with these kids. They’re dangerous, they’re drug addicts, they are hard to handle. But what do we do, just leave them to die on the street? Would Jesus have turned his back?”

—DOROTHY PAPACHRISTOS



“I don’t think Jesus ever asked of people if they were good or bad, law-abiding or law-breaking—straight or gay. He confronted them with the Beatitudes. ‘Did you feed the hungry; did you clothe the naked? Did you take care of the person right in front of you?’  That’s the measure of Jesus, the Jesus I follow.”

—TOM EAKINS*


Jesus’ presence among the socially marginalized and politically disenfranchised demonstrated that, while they might be outside what was a relatively small privileged class, they were never outside God’s concern. The New Testament stories remind us continually that Jesus spent most of his time with the poor, the sick, and the ritually unclean, with outcasts, lepers, and prostitutes; it was upon the neglected and ignored that he chose to shower his teachings and miracles. As though to underscore the point, he chose illiterate fishermen and others of questionable repute for his companions. Jesus showed over and over that he had come to save all people, not just those regarded by society or themselves as holy. He constantly preached that every man and woman stood equal before God as his created beings.

But for all this, Jesus seems to have been completely uninterested in creating any kind of formal structure, or in writing a new set of laws. He was hardly an organization man; he wrote not one word. He simply lived what he believed.
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WHAT IS THIS THING CALLED LOVE?

By the time Jesus Christ was born in Roman Palestine, human communities had fashioned and fought over a number of different systems to run their affairs. Raw power exerted by the strongest was one way, Roman law another, Jewish law still another. Jesus astounded and enraged the vested powers of the day by claiming that something quite different from any power previously called upon, any system previously attempted, was needed. There was a better foundation for human interaction; love was the answer, Jesus said. Love of God, love of neighbor as oneself.

The mere mention of that word—love—conjures in some minds the image of a bearded Jesus clad in a flowing robe, two fingers raised in a peace sign, with a dreamy smile on his face. As Good Enough Catholics face the complexities of their lives in today’s world, this image of Jesus Christ is hardly the kind of inspiration we are looking for.

The love that Jesus spoke of and lived was certainly not sentimental mush, accepting every action. His was not an “I’m okay, you’re okay” approach. Dostoevsky spoke of a “harsh and dreadful love”; and sometimes Christian love is exactly that. “Tough love,” a term that has entered our lexicon recently, seems a contradiction in terms, but it is often the sort of love we are challenged to offer. Saying “no,” turning our back—real love at times requires such acts of toughness. At other times, gentleness is the only loving response. The love that Jesus embodied had many, many expressions. Again, it depended on the circumstances, the people involved—balancing the need of the moment against longer-term needs.

Love wasn’t easy for Jesus to put into practice; after all, he inhabited a human body and was subject to normal human emotions. How well we Good Enough Catholics know that living up to the best that is in us isn’t easy in our everyday lives. But it is upon this cornerstone of love that his life was built, and it can be our foundation as well. This need not be a hair-shirt denial of self, giving no place to one’s own needs and deferring to others in every situation; not at all. It is a love—while difficult to practice at times—at once practical, useful, and fulfilling. When do we feel better: loving or hating? Healing a wound or inflicting one? Indeed, love is the answer.

Paul’s letter to the Colossians spells out clearly how Jesus lived and what he wanted of his followers: “Put on then … compassion, kindness, lowliness, meekness, and patience, forbearing one another and, if one has a complaint against another, forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. And above all these put on love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony.”6

That is a daunting, lofty goal, and certainly we will fail in achieving it. But as Good Enough Catholics, not Perfect Catholics, applying, genuinely and sincerely, our best efforts, we will often—quite often—succeed.

Finally, what comes through strongly from the life of Jesus Christ is the way he constantly opened his principles and ideas to testing. Whether it was by the petty pharisaic priests, the devil in the wilderness, or the timidity of his own disciples, Jesus was regularly confronted with choices: accept the status quo, take the easier path, abandon those high ideals as unworkable, impractical. What is more, beyond the human capabilities we bring with us, Jesus had another option: He could act like the God he was, summoning the powers that were his to command.

Jesus never set aside the humanity he accepted by being born into this world. He seemed never to make up excuses, or to use an excuse readily at hand. Couldn’t he, on Holy Thursday evening in the Garden of Gethsemane, have looked upon his sleeping disciples and complained (with some justification): “I’m going to die for the likes of you?” He saw beyond that moment, and measured up to the ultimate test.


“Christ to me is Nikos Kazantzakis’s Last Temptation of Christ. He was someone who grew, who struggled, who made horrible mistakes. He was delighted by things he did well and appalled when he didn’t do things well. Human, totally human; he could never escape that—and neither can any of us.”

—PAT REARDON



“Christ was revealed to me in a strange way, when my teenage daughter played Christ in a Passion play. She yelled, she screamed, she stamped her feet. She was a Jesus who bowed to God, but not without a struggle, a man discovering his own destiny and trying to figure out his life. I believe in a divine Jesus as well as a human one, but I can’t get close to the divine, I can always identify with a human Jesus. That wasn’t my daughter up there. It was him!”

—NATASHA WITSCHY


Certainly Jesus flew into rages and sank into despondency; what human being doesn’t? But he never gave up, sensing God’s presence in his life, knowing that each test made him stronger, not weaker, forging a character that could stand up to anything. So will we be shaped by the tests that life presents to us; so can we be sure, with faith, that God seeks us as we seek him.

Ancient texts and modern research give us many pictures of Jesus. Similarly, individual believers experience Jesus in a variety of ways. In my travels through Catholic America, I was constantly amazed by the diversity and richness of this relationship. Catholics are struggling to understand the man Jesus Christ, to bring him down from the altar and into their lives.

“As a kid in Los Angeles, I remember the priest coming to bless the house,” said David Suley, who works for a nonprofit organization in Washington. “We had the Sacred Heart enshrined in our house. He was there. God was present in our house, and I never felt religion was oppressive. I lived in one of the most conservative dioceses in America, one that fought Vatican II to the end; but I just don’t have memories of Catholicism being harsh. I had that nice fuzzy feeling about Christ but it wasn’t until high school that I realized ‘Holy mackerel, this is really real!’ It was a revelation, but it was built on a firm foundation. He’s always been in my life, in one incarnation or another.” 

The Kustusch family in Chicago is one of the growing number of Catholic evangelicals, unabashedly conservative in their religious beliefs. Bob and Cappy Kustusch are home-schooling their five children, finding even the local Catholic school not up to their demanding moral standards. When I spent an evening in their neat home on the West Side of Chicago, it was soon apparent that being institutional Catholics is not what is important to them (although they are); “A relationship with Christ, that is what counts,” Bob said. His words were echoed by his wife and children. “Every day, every action, every breath, he’s here,” Cappy said as she patted the cushion next to her.

Christopher Hebein, who is twenty years old and serves as an altar boy at St. Nicholas in Evanston, has Down’s syndrome. When I asked him, point-blank, “Who is Jesus?” Chris smiled that wonderful smile that only Down’s children are blessed with. “Jesus is a girl,” he said definitively. “She’s pretty. She would say to me, ‘I love you very much, Chris, and I’m walking with you, wherever you go, every day.’ ” A thousand-page book of theology couldn’t say it better.

At the end of this short discussion of the life and personhood of Jesus Christ—and at the beginning of our consideration of what a Good Enough Catholic life involves—must we now constantly confront authority, talk to the marginalized, love unabashedly, and never pass up a test?

No; that is not what is asked.

In Judaism there are 613 laws, or mitzvot. No Jew yet created has performed all of them. They are guidelines, targets of moral excellence to aim for. So, too, the life of Jesus Christ provides both example and inspiration. No Christian has yet replicated that life; the challenge is to be the best possible person we can be, given our own abilities and life circumstances. Not perfect—but Good Enough.

Jesus made it clear, through his own example and in his words that come down to us today: Ours is a forgiving, merciful God, a  God who asks for our best effort, not a perfect performance, not absolute results.
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THE GOOD ENOUGH CATHOLIC CHALLENGE: DISCOVER THE SOURCE

It is no longer enough for modern-day Catholics to follow Jesus Christ without knowing who it is they are following—or simply because the church says to do so. A Christ mandated by doctrine, or peering down from a pious face in a painting, may or may not provide a starting point for a spiritual life; but he is assuredly not the Christ who can be taken into the world, a Christ who can be our confidant, a Christ who will be our model and trusted guide.
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