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PREFACE


For you formed my inward parts, you knitted me together in my mother’s womb.

I praise you, for you are fearful and wonderful.

Wonderful are your works! You know me right well. (Ps. 139)



The Psalmist’s wonder before his own body leads him to praise his Creator, who makes himself and his provident care and intimate knowledge of us perceptible precisely in the body. This is the “prophetism of the body,” as John Paul II used to say. The body speaks of God; it reveals his goodness and wisdom. It also speaks of us, of man and woman and our vocation to love. This is a prophetic word, pronounced by the body in God’s name, revealing to us the path to take toward human fulfillment: the way of love, in which the original image imprinted in man and woman can be realized and shine forth in a fruitful communion of persons, open to the gift of life.

We are coming out of centuries in which, due to the influence of a dualistic mentality colored by Manichaeism and Puritanism, the human body has been despised or at least insufficiently valued. It was viewed with suspicion and apprehension, as if it were a threat to man’s spiritual nature and destiny. It was neglected or denied in its affective and sexual dimension, as though it were unavoidably fraught with temptations and dangers. Today, the pendulum seems to have swung to the opposite extreme with the worship of the body, exalting it so long as it is young, beautiful, and pleasurable, but then rejecting it when it testifies to its inevitable decline, illness, and death. Beyond the apparent contradiction, in reality these two positions share the same anthropological reductionism that is unable to integrate the body into the reality of the person and hence incapable of adequately appreciating the body’s subjectivity. The body thus ends up losing its mystery and is made a banality.

Among the greatest gifts John Paul II has bequeathed to the Church and humanity is surely his “theology of the body,” which has enabled us to rediscover the full treasure of biblical anthropology and the great Christian tradition, thereby overcoming narrow and marginal perspectives, and to integrate it into a vision consonant with lived experience grasped with new vividness.

For a right appreciation of the body, it is necessary to cultivate a contemplative gaze, one that grasps the body’s mystery in relation to the person and the vocation to love, which is definitively illuminated and fulfilled in the Risen Christ. Hence the importance of this volume: much more than a superficial show of enthusiasm for the novelty of the theology of the body, it sheds light on its anthropological foundations with a language at once simple, poetic, and profound.

The authors of this work have succeeded in presenting the content of John Paul II’s Great Catechesis on human love in the divine plan, given from 1979 to 1984, in such a way as to make it accessible without watering it down. Their contribution has certain characteristic qualities that make it original and invaluable:


	The presentation of the essential elements of the “theology of the body” with the help of Karol Wotyla’s poetry and texts from great works of the literary, poetic, and philosophical tradition makes for evocative reading that invites comparison with the reader’s own experiences.

	The insertion of John Paul II’s “theology of the body” in the context of Benedict XVI’s “theology of love” widens the theological horizons of the anthropological approach by founding it in a Christological and Trinitarian vision.

	The underscoring of its social dimension: The theology of the body has in fact demonstrated how the communion of persons constitutes an authentic common good at the foundation of society and makes the civilization of love possible.

	Its connection with the patristic and theological tradition of the Church is made clear by means of enlightening references. The novelty of the “theology of the body” is therefore put into historical perspective, without separation or opposition. In fact, the true newness of Christianity resides not in a break with tradition, but in the renewed freshness of the beginning, whose truth is continually demonstrated to arouse wonder and to provoke conversion and a more beautiful life.



I am certain that reading this accessible and precious book, the fruit of the reflection of two prestigious professors of the United States Session of the Pontifical John Paul II Institute for Studies on Marriage and Family, will contribute to showing the human beauty  of the Christian proposal, which in the light of faith is able to make the love between a man and a woman shine with ever new light.


Livio Melina
President of the Pontifical John Paul II Institute
for Studies on Marriage and Family







ABBREVIATIONS

DCE: Deus Caritas Est

GS: Gaudium et Spes

JS: The Jeweler’s Shop: A Meditation on the Sacrament of Matrimony Passing on Occasion into a Drama

LG: Lumen Gentium

LR: Love and Responsibility

MD: Mulieris Dignitatem (Letter to Women)

OGB: Our God’s Brother

Ref Fath: Reflections on Fatherhood

RF: Radiation of Fatherhood

RH: Redemptor Hominis

RT: Roman Triptych

TOB: Man and Woman He Created Them: A Theology of the Body





INTRODUCTION
MAN, THE WAY OF
THE CHURCH—
LOVE, THE WAY OF MAN

TOWARD THE END OF HIS LIFE, POPE JOHN PAUL II returned to the art of poetry and left us a kind of literary testament, entitled Roman Triptych, which weaves together essential themes from both his experience and his thought. The first lines of the poem evoke a vision of nature: The pope describes how all of creation is in motion and everything strives to find its place, like “the stream’s silvery cascade, rhythmically falling from the mountain, carried by its own current” (RT, 7). The poet even compares himself at one point to this flowing water, caught up in nature’s rhythm and swept along by the tide of time. Nevertheless, he notes a crucial difference between a stream’s descent down the mountainside and man’s journey through life—a difference on which everything else we say in this book turns:


What do you say to me, mountain stream?
Where do you encounter me?
as I wend my own way—
just like you …
But really like you? (RT, 7)



QUESTIONING AND WONDER

So what sets man apart from the “silvery cascade”? The stream is borne along by its own weight, which carries it to the great river that eventually empties into the sea. But man is not content merely “to exist and follow his way” (RT, 8). On the contrary, man’s existence is truly human only to the extent that he rises above the rhythm of the universe and cries: “Stop!” What distinguishes man from the rest of the visible creation is his propensity to step back from the cosmic dance and to ask about the meaning of it all: “What do you say to me?” (RT, 7).

Man’s questioning is awakened by the spectacle of nature, but it does not stop there. The question man poses about the natural world spills over into a question about what lies in the depth of his own heart.1 Man’s question about nature is ultimately a question about man himself: “Where do you, world, encounter me?” (cf. RT, 7) What is the meaning of my own journey through life? The stream flows on without asking why, but every human being can identify with Saint Augustine’s remark in the Confessions: “I became for myself a great question.”2


John Paul II threw himself passionately into man’s perennial question about the meaning of human life. The pope pursued the answer to this great question along the existential path of human experience. He was convinced that if we follow this path with the requisite insight, it will eventually lead us to the goal of our lives.3  As he put it in his first encyclical: “the way of man is the way of the Church” (RH, I).

Admittedly, certain difficulties arise when we try to deal with the primordial question: What is man? Who am I? In the first place, we might wonder about the question itself: Is it really the first step on a journey toward the meaning of life, or is it just a riddle without an answer? Karol Wojtyla wrestled with this problem in the plays he wrote during his time as a pastor in Poland. Take The Jeweler’s Shop, which Wojtyla published in 1960, two years after he was named a bishop. Here the future pope probes the meaning of married love as reflected in the stories of three different couples facing decisive turning points in their relationships. Wojtyla introduces us to the first couple, Teresa and Andrew, as the young pair ponder the meaning of their relationship, which is about to blossom into marriage. At a certain point, Teresa recalls a nighttime hike in the mountains she and Andrew had made with a group of friends years earlier. Teresa remembers being struck by the unsettling contrast between the harmony of nature and the disharmony within her own heart. Comparing the beauty of the world around her with her own interior uncertainty at that moment, Teresa exclaims, “Only man seems to be off balance and lost” (see JS, 29). In Wojtyla’s Radiation of Fatherhood, Adam, who represents our common humanity, introduces himself by confessing a similar sense of alienation: “For many years I have lived like a man exiled from my deeper personality yet condemned to probe it” (RF, 335).

Because it isn’t easy to find an answer to the question deep within us, we are tempted to narrow the question’s scope. We try to force it into a tighter, supposedly more manageable form. We reduce man’s search for his identity to a problem we believe can be solved by diligent application of the techniques of the natural sciences. John Paul II reacted vigorously against this reductionism, which, in the end, denies the soul’s true depth and so leads to the abolition of man.

John Paul’s rejection of reductionism is illustrated by the character of Adam Chmielowski, the protagonist of another play from his Polish period, Our God’s Brother. At one point in the play, Adam, a gifted artist who has given up painting in order to help the poor, converses with a stranger who claims that an abundance of material goods is an adequate answer to the problem of poverty. Although Adam certainly does not discount man’s material needs, he answers the stranger by pointing out the inexhaustibility of human desire: “Man’s poverty is deeper than the resources of all those goods” (OGB, 242).

“Man’s poverty is deeper than the resources of all those goods.” Once we realize this truth and resist the allure of materialistic answers to the human question, another difficulty appears on the horizon: The very depth of the question can discourage us from searching for an answer. After all, isn’t the answer too lofty for us? Doesn’t it lie beyond the reach of our native capacity? Mightn’t our search lead to unending debates that never quite manage to dispel our doubts?

John Paul II vigorously opposed this counsel of despair. Admittedly, the great question of human identity is in some sense bigger than the questioner. Nevertheless, the question is not the decisive thing (just as the capacity to question isn’t the chief difference between man and the animals). On the contrary, our questioning itself responds to something prior and more important:


What do you say to me, mountain stream?
Where do you encounter me?
as I wend my own way—
just like you …
But really like you?
(Here let me pause;
let me halt before a threshold,
the threshold of pure wonder.)
The rushing stream cannot wonder,
as it descends, and the woods silently slope,
following its rhythm
—but man can wonder!
The threshold which the world crosses in him
is the threshold of wonder.
(Once this very wonder was given a name: “Adam.”) (RT, 8)



Man’s question about his own identity, the pope is telling us in this passage from Roman Triptych, does not arise in a vacuum, and therefore it is no mere enigmatic riddle with no answer. Rather man’s questioning awakens in response to an experience of wonder that precedes it. Wonder gives birth to the question about who we are, and this priority of wonder determines the very nature of our search for an answer to it. Let’s illustrate this point with an example from everyday life.

Suppose you’re taking an exam and a question comes up that you didn’t study for. Since this unexpected question catches you off guard, you experience it as a frustrating puzzle you can’t solve. But let us imagine a different scenario. Say you receive an unexpected present from a friend. You may not know why he has given you this particular gift, but your question about what prompted this act of generosity is totally different, because you already know that the answer has to do with your friend’s love for you. The gift moves you to ask why, but the question does not paralyze you in the same way an unexpected exam question would. Instead it opens up new paths for, and possibilities of, friendship. The search for understanding is meaningful at its very origin; indeed, the meaning is already there long before the answer comes into view.

The question of man is more like the question prompted by a friend’s gift than it is like a puzzling problem on a math test, because the question of man starts with wonder, which keeps the question from degenerating into some enigma coming out of nowhere. Because wonder is not called forth by a lack of meaning but by an excess of it, the questioning it provokes has nothing in common with an abyss of sterile doubt that chokes off the stream of life—like Hamlet’s “to be or not to be?” Wonder assures us that there really is an answer to the question. Of course, it also tells us that this answer is not completely within our grasp. Yet this is actually a positive message, because when the answer does come, it will be even greater and better than we could have imagined. Instead of paralyzing us, then, wonder sustains us on our journey toward our true identity:


Man went his way …
carried along by wonder!
In his wonderment, he always emerged
from the tide that bore him on,
as if to say to everything around him:
“Stop! …
all this passing has sense”
“has sense … has sense … has sense!” (RT, 8)



At this point, we need to introduce a new term that captures that special quality in things that makes them wonderful in our eyes. This term is “mystery.” Whereas in common parlance “mystery” means an obscurity that frustrates understanding, we’ll be using the word in a much more positive sense that better reflects its original meaning. When we describe the world as “mysterious,” our point is not that the world is inscrutable. Actually, we’re saying just the opposite: The world is mysterious, not because it lacks meaning, but precisely because it is saturated with meaning. It’s just that this meaning is too rich and full for the eyes of the mind to master in a single glance. Another way of putting this is that mystery is the calling card of reality; mystery is the ability to evoke wonder that is built into everything that really exists, no matter how seemingly trivial. In a word, mystery prompts us to question, not because there is a lack of clarity, but because there is an excess of light.

Man, Saint Augustine observed, is a great question for himself. Why? Because he is a great mystery that elicits wonder. Because man is a question that arises within wonder, he is not totally “off balance and lost” (JS, 29). He need not be discouraged in his search for an answer to the question that he himself is, because wonder gives him a “compass” for his journey toward fuller understanding. But where does man encounter the mystery that gives rise to his wonderment in the first place?

LOVE IS THE BIRTHPLACE OF WONDER

Many people today are in search of the mysterious, which they regard as a bulwark against enslavement to technology. More and more of our contemporaries glimpse that there is a mysterious depth to human existence, realize that it has been obscured, and are in the process of trying to recover it. But even if there is a growing consensus that mystery is the native atmosphere in which the question of meaning can breathe free, there is one issue that is still hotly debated: Where do we actually encounter this mystery?

A lot of people think that experiencing mystery means having some sort of mystical rapture apart from everyday existence. According to this mind-set, God cannot be found in the merely earthly but has to be sought exclusively in the depth of our souls. Unfortunately, this approach to mystery (which is fairly common in “New Age” circles) drives a wedge between religious experience and everyday existence. By the same logic, it reinforces the tendency to separate faith and life, which John Paul II identified as one of the biggest temptations facing modern man (see Veritatis Splendor, 26). The quest for mystery is a good thing, but not if it separates us from the world. For such a separation causes a rift in human existence; it turns us into mental schizophrenics who divide up our lives into supposedly airtight halves: on the one side, the concerns of the individual (religion and morality); on the other side, the supposedly universal concerns that make up the “real business” of our life in society (the realm of science and technology, politics and public policy, commerce and finance, and so on).

John Paul II offers a biblical contrast to this compartmentalization of man’s identity. The habitat of wonder, he says, “is not in heaven, that you should say, ‘Who will go up for us to heaven, and bring it to us, that we may hear it and do it?’ Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say, ‘Who will go over the sea for us, and bring it to us, that we may hear it and do it?’ ” (Deut. 30:12–13)∗. We meet wonder in the very midst of our everyday experience. We have already seen that man’s contemplation of nature gives birth to wonder in his soul. But the amazement we experience at the sight of majestic mountains or of the immense ocean is not the first or most important kind of wonder. There is an even more basic experience of wonderment. The passage from The Jeweler’s Shop we quoted previously suggests where the true birthplace of wonder lies.

The context, remember, is Teresa’s recollection of the beauty of a certain night in the mountains. She contrasts this harmonious beauty to her earlier relationship with Andrew, who would eventually become her husband. Although the two were together on that nighttime hike through the mountains, the immaturity of Andrew’s love for Teresa hindered their mutual understanding. Here is Teresa describing her feelings at the time:


And I felt how difficult it is to live. That night was terribly hard   for me,
though it was a truly glorious mountain night,
and full of nature’s secrets.
Everything around seemed
so very necessary
and so in harmony with the world’s totality,
only man was off balance and lost. (JS, 29)



At the time Teresa re-creates for us in this soliloquy, she was incapable of welcoming reality in a spirit of wonderment; she had lost her way, and even a glorious mountain night could evoke only fear, disquiet, and confusion in her mind. Teresa’s recollection underscores that man’s unique ability to ask about the meaning of life is inseparable from his experience of love. Where love is missing, the question of meaning lacks the air it needs to catch fire. Later on, when Andrew asks for Teresa’s hand, this harmony of mutual understanding restores the balance she lacked on that nighttime hike. It makes her receptive to the signal of love, which is even stronger than the signals nature broadcasts to us through the silent majesty of the mountains at night. In a word, the experience of love is the birthplace of wonder, the first step along a new journey toward the fullness of meaning.

If we had to choose a scene that captures the essence of wonder, we might pick the moment when a child discovers the presents his parents have laid under the Christmas tree for him. Or the face of the mother who holds her newborn child in her arms for the very first time. No matter which picture we choose, though, the point is always the same: Wonder can be born only in the matrix of love. Even the amazement that fills us when we behold the marvels of creation makes sense only in light of the experience of love, as we will try to show in the following chapters of this book. Once again, the experience of love is the birthplace of wonder.

John Paul’s message to us, then, is that the source of wonder is not far from our everyday experience, but that it reveals its presence in the experience of love that accompanies every person from the cradle to the grave. By the same token, our response to true love fulfills our experience of wonder and puts in our hands a compass to guide our quest for meaning to the goal of true happiness. “Man,” John Paul II writes in his first encyclical, “remains a being that is incomprehensible for himself, his life is senseless, if love is not revealed to him, if he does not encounter love” (RH, 10).

Anna, another character in The Jeweler’s Shop, receives a similar revelation. Although Anna is a middle-aged woman in a troubled marriage, what she learns about love applies to all of us: “Take you, for instance. You cannot live without love. I saw from a distance how you walked down the street and tried to rouse interest. I could almost hear your soul. You were calling with despair for a love you do not have. You were looking for someone who would take you by the hand and hug you” (JS, 64).

This passage captures the universal truth that love is the very substance of our lives and the revelation of our destiny. “Love,” says Karol Wojtyla, “has the taste of the whole life of man. It has the weight of his whole existence. It cannot be a single moment” (JS, 60). The pope is right. Love does indeed touch all the dimensions of human life: It includes my body, my instincts, and my emotions, even as love flowers in a spiritual appreciation of the special dignity of the beloved and his or her connection with the transcendent Source of reality. By the same token, love is a guide that leads us beyond ourselves and toward transcendence. Love is thus the thread that reconnects the disjointed compartments into which modern man has divided up his life, and so restores the unity of which today’s growing fragmentation increasingly robs us.

The experience of love is the foundation of John Paul II’s vision of man. It is the key that enables him to address the human question from the inside and to take man’s concerns and problems seriously. At the same time, John Paul’s emphasis on love avoids the isolation and subjectivism into which our modern definition of experience often leads us. If love is the core of experience, then the latter can’t be the purely individual and private affair we moderns tend to imagine. Love resonates in the depth of our soul, but it also takes us out of ourselves and ushers us into a fullness of life that is bigger than our tiny selves. The heart of experience, then, is the wonder awakened by the revelation of love. Love opens the very roots of the human person to the encounter with the other, to transcendence, and to newness of life.

HUMAN EXPERIENCE AND
DIVINE REVELATION

Let’s go back for a moment to John Paul II’s warning against separating faith and life. All too often Christians have reinforced this separation by treating their own religious experience as a foreign body alien to everyday life. Some critics of Christianity have mistaken this caricature for the real thing and have complained that the Christian religion destroys happiness and spoils the enjoyment of life by teaching man to seek fulfillment in some faraway heaven.

This objection overlooks the truth that man’s quest for his identity starts from the experience of love. If love is the starting point of the human quest, then man depends on a revelation—the revelation of love—in order to find happiness. Because man’s quest itself begins in love, this revelation does not blindside him like a thunderbolt out of the blue. Rather human experience is open to this revelation, tends toward it, and is an expectation of it—not in some future Beyond, but in the midst of our everyday involvement with the world around us. We don’t need to escape mundane human life in order to experience love’s radiance and light; we can bathe in its warmth right in the midst of our humdrum daily occupations.

Now, Christianity, like love, is a revelation that man can’t contrive on his own. Moreover, Christian revelation, like love, happens right in the midst of our earthly space and time: “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). This similarity between the human experience of love and the experience of faith in God’s revelation suggests a further step in our argument: Christianity is itself the fullness of the revelation of love. In the words of the apostle John: “So we know and believe the love God has for us” (1 John 4:16). The manifestation of love John speaks of happens in Christ’s life, death, and Resurrection. This is why Pope Benedict XVI can write: “It is [in the contemplation of the pierced side of Christ] that our definition of love must begin” (DCE, 12).

We can sum up what we have said so far by quoting two passages from John Paul II side by side. In the first passage, John Paul describes man’s need for love in stark terms: “Man cannot live without love. He remains a being that is incomprehensible for himself, his life is senseless, if love is not revealed to him, if he does not encounter love” (RH, 10). The second passage, a citation from the Second Vatican Council that recurs often in John Paul II’s writings, sums up the core experience of faith: “The truth is that only in the mystery of the incarnate Word does the mystery of man take on light … Christ, the final Adam, by the revelation of the mystery of the Father and His love, fully reveals man to man himself and makes his supreme calling clear” (GS, 22).

For John Paul II, then, life revolves around the revelation of love. But the same is true of faith, which hinges on Christ’s revelation of the fullness of love. So there is no opposition between human experience and the experience of faith. Rather, there is a continuity between them, and each illuminates the other. On the one hand, we cannot understand Christian faith without understanding man’s encounter with love. On the other hand, the human experience of love points toward a fullness that comes to light only in the encounter with Christ. Wonder culminates in faith’s response to Christ’s revelation of the fullness of love:


In reality, the name for that deep wonder at man’s worth and dignity is the Gospel, that is to say: the Good News. It is also called Christianity. This wonder determines the Church’s mission in the world and, perhaps even more so, “in the modern world.” This wonder, which is also a conviction and a certitude … is closely connected with Christ. (RH, 10)



Leaving everyday life behind, or saying no to human experience and happiness, then, is not the prerequisite for preaching the Gospel. Quite the contrary: Christianity is the way of love, the answer to all of man’s questions and the great Yes to his deepest longings. In his first encyclical, Redemptor Hominis (The Redeemer of Man), John Paul II taught that man is the way of the Church, while also insisting that man’s way is the way of love. This way of love is in turn the path Benedict XVI proposes for the Church in his first encyclical, Deus Caritas Est. The continuity between the way of man and the way of love also reflects the continuity between the pontificates of John Paul II and his successor.

CHRISTIANITY IS THE WAY OF LOVE

Our aim in the rest of this book is to substantiate the claims we’ve made so far about the convergence between human experience, love, and Christian revelation. We want to show, then, that love is the way of man and that the mission of the Church is precisely to manifest the truth of love in the world.

This task, though simply stated, is not without its difficulties. The first problem arises as soon as we consider the different, and even contradictory, meanings that attach themselves to the word “love.” We use it to praise the noblest of sacrifices—but we also use it to excuse a man who abandons his wife and children for another woman: “he did it for love.” Clearly, many of us have never progressed beyond a rudimentary notion of love as an essentially selfish emotional rush. The protagonist of French writer Georges Bernanos’s novel The Diary of a Country Priest puts us on our guard against the dangerous ambiguity that colors our talk about love. Addressing a person who invoked love as the motivation for her selfish actions, the country priest responds: “Don’t use that word, ‘love’ … You’ve lost the right, and doubtless the power.”4


But even supposing that we define the word “love” properly, we still have to ask whether our proclamation of its power to disclose the meaning of our lives isn’t a bit overblown: Could love really be the answer to the riddle of our whole existence? Can we really say that love is the foundation of reality, the final explanation of history? Or is our enterprise in this book no better than a naive attempt to explain the meaning of life through the prism of a mere emotion? Aren’t we in any case taking love too seriously? Doesn’t our earnest talk about revelation rob love of its playfulness and spontaneity?

Our basic approach to these and similar objections depends on a key insight: The fate of love is bound up with the fate of Christianity. On the one hand, when we lose sight of the meaning and importance of love, we become blind to the presence of God in the midst of our experience, and we can no longer perceive him except as an alien intruder, or even as an enemy of human nature. On the other hand, without the light of God’s love revealed in Christ, we eventually lose our ability to understand even the fullness of human love itself. If both of these claims are true—and we hope to show that they are—then recovering the connection between love and Christianity is the best way to answer the sorts of questions we posed just now.

John Paul II is a perfect guide in this recovery, because the late pope learned to love human love through his work with families as a young priest, and drew his rich understanding of the relationship between men and women from the mutual illumination of divine revelation and human experience. Following in John Paul’s footsteps, we propose to train the twin beacons of love and faith on the path that leads man to the fullness of his true identity. Our account of love’s journey in light of John Paul II’s theology of the body will unfold in three stages: from the initial call to love, through all the obstacles that hinder our attempts to answer it, to love’s final, longed-for fulfillment. In the first part of the book (“Encountering Love”) we will examine how love is revealed to us and how this revelation opens a path for us to follow. The second part (“The Redemption of the Heart”) will deal with the difficulties we encounter on this path of love and explain how Christ offers us the strength to overcome them. The third part (“The Beauty of Love”) will conclude the book with a reflection on how Christ leads us, whether in marriage or in consecrated virginity, toward the fullness of love in heaven.




∗ Note: Translations of the Bible are taken from the RSV, with occasional slight modifi cations when this was deemed necessary.
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CHAPTER 1
THE BODY
MANIFESTS
THE PERSON

WE BEGAN OUR JOURNEY OF REFLECTION IN THIS BOOK with John Paul II’s identification of the key difference between man and the rest of the visible creation: “The rushing stream cannot wonder … but man can wonder!” (RT, 8). This wonder, we went on to see, is called forth by the richness of our experience of life—especially by the experience of love. Our task now is to ponder the indispensable role the body plays in this many-faceted experience of wonder.

EXPERIENCE AND MEANING

We all face the temptation to let life’s current carry us along—to “go with the flow” without any resistance. But if we simply let a flood of experiences wash over us, we are in danger of losing the meaning of our lives. A recent survey of teenagers in Southampton, United Kingdom, revealed that this danger is anything but purely theoretical. The respondents, it turned out, possessed only a limited vocabulary to express the emotional quality of their response to the world. These teens suffered from what has been called “affective illiteracy”: the inability to grasp and express the meaning of the experiences generated in us by our encounter with the world around us.1

It isn’t enough, then, simply to let our experiences wash over us. We need to plumb their depth. This exploration isn’t a matter of “sampling” as many possibilities as we can, or of ratcheting up the volume of our existence, but requires us to ask ourselves questions such as these: Are we capable of distinguishing between experiences that build up our happiness and experiences that tear it down? Are we able to discern in our experiences something like a compass for our life’s journey? In a word: Are we capable of perceiving the meaning of our experiences?

We tend to put experience and meaning in separate boxes. We have already seen why this won’t work. When man experiences the world, he necessarily experiences himself in the process. For the same reason, man’s experience of the world always involves an at least minimal search for the meaning of his life. The sight of a majestic mountainscape doesn’t just reveal the wonder of creation; it also affords us an opportunity to lay hold of our innate capacity for beauty and wonder. Since the question of man emerges from our contact with the world, experience always goes together with a search for meaning. Even the refusal to embark on this search is an answer to the question of meaning.


We had the experience, we missed the meaning
And approach to the meaning restores the experience
In a different form.2



These lines from T. S. Eliot’s poem “The Dry Salvages” underscore the point that meaning is not foreign to experience. Quite the contrary, meaning is an integral part of experience. So much so, in fact, that meaning makes our experience properly human in the first place. John Paul II’s insight into this unity of meaning and experience guided his reflection on the theology of the body, which begins with an effort to recollect the authentic “feel” of man’s experience in light of its deepest meaning. In a word, the pope guides us through the labyrinth of our lives using the golden thread of what he calls “original experiences.” So what is an “original experience”?

THE ORIGINAL EXPERIENCE

John Paul II invites us to seek the true depth of our experience. Actually, it is Christ himself who first entrusted this task to us. When the Pharisees asked him, “Is it lawful to divorce one’s wife for any cause?” (Matt. 19:3), he didn’t list minimum sufficient grounds for divorce, but went instead to the heart of the matter: Is it really possible to love another person forever? The Pharisees clearly assumed that the answer was no. This assumption reflects their (and our) hardness of heart, and it speaks volumes about man’s alienation from the root of his experience of love.

Christ came to retrieve and fulfill this root of love, and he therefore replies to the Pharisees by telling them to reread the creation accounts in the book of Genesis. He thus invites his questioners to recover the depth of their experience in the mirror of God’s original intention for human love. John Paul II takes Christ at his word. As we know, Genesis presents two different accounts of creation, and John Paul II devotes considerable attention to both. Let’s start with his reflections on the first narrative (Gen. 1:1–2:3), which lights up the true shape of our experience of everyday life in the blaze of God’s Word.

The biblical text unfurls the rich tapestry of creation with all of its color and variety. It places man at the summit of the whole created world and underscores his special privilege of being made in the image and likeness of God. The words “image and likeness” signal the overture to the covenant between God and man in the Bible. They tell us that from the beginning man is the one to whom God addresses his Word and whose special status lies in his capacity to answer this divine call.

The Bible’s affirmation of man’s dignity as the “image and likeness of God,” which comes at the end of the first creation account, calls for further commentary, because it still leaves open how man is meant to respond to the Creator. Answering this question is the job that falls to the second creation story (Gen. 2:4–3:24), which can thus be seen as the natural continuation of the first. After we’ve listened to the creative voice of God in the first account, we perceive man’s answering voice in the second. The second creation narrative enables us to rediscover the inner experience through which we are to respond to the Creator’s call.

In other words, the second creation account shifts the point of view of the story: Now it’s man who speaks and reveals his interior world. This account doesn’t just observe man from the outside; it presents the human journey of wonderment from man’s own point of view. By putting us in man’s shoes as he was in the beginning, the second creation account unfolds the “original experiences” we spoke of just now. John Paul II sums up these experiences under the three headings of “original solitude,” “original unity,” and “original nakedness.”

Before going on to describe these original experiences, though, we should stop to ask ourselves whether we really can describe them, or even have any access to them at all. How can anyone retrieve events that supposedly took place at the very dawn of history? Even if we could do so, we would still face a further difficulty: Aren’t the original experiences John Paul II describes permeated by a purity and innocence sin has extinguished in our hearts? How can experiences belonging to a sunken past help us attain happiness here and now?

Fortunately, man’s original experiences of the beginning have in fact never been totally lost. Two images help illustrate the abiding presence of the beginning in the midst of our everyday reality.

The first image comes from J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Silmarillion, which opens with a “creation myth” that compares God’s creative design to a piece of music.3 As Tolkien goes on to relate, Melkor, the dark angel, becomes jealous of God’s creative power and tries to introduce a discordant note of his own into the celestial orchestra. Yet, as God reminds Melkor, even this disharmony cannot destroy the pattern of the original music. On the contrary, even Melkor’s rebellion will be woven (against his intention) into the final master theme all creation will sing to God’s glory.

Similarly, we can compare the three original experiences John Paul II refers to with a primordial music that, while distorted through sin, has never completely been destroyed by it. If we listen inattentively, we will hear only noise. If, however, we keep silent and turn our ear to the hidden pattern beneath the noise, we can still discern the original melody that reflects the Creator’s wise design. Actually, it’s only because the original harmony still resonates in the background that we can hear the dissonance as the disruption it is.

Another way of putting this is that the original experiences are not “original” only in the sense that they happened at the beginning of human history. We call the original experiences “original” because they lie at the basis of every other experience and provide the theme for every other music we compose with our lives. Our use of “original,” then, has the same double meaning as the Greek word arché, which signifies both a temporal beginning and the foundations of a building. This leads us to the second image that illustrates the continuing accessibility of man’s original experiences.

As the facade of Saint Peter’s Basilica was being cleaned recently in preparation for the Jubilee
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