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Spirituality as a way of life attempts to cultivate an intimate relationship with God.  It is a process of growing in a knowledge of God that originates in the secret recesses of the heart.  To know God is to experience intimacy with God.  This knowing God will enable us to experience God as being at hand and not afar off.


Spirituality is a growing attentiveness to where God is revealing God’s Self to us in our lives.  As we are more fully involved with whatever we are doing, we may begin to catch a glimpse of the many faces of God.  Our hearts experience God as we recognize the mystery of God’s presence in our lives.  If we are open and receptive to the divine source of reality as we encounter people, events, and things around us, we begin to cultivate a more intimate relationship with God.  Through this closer relationship with God, we grow in a deeper union with God in our everyday lives.  

Self-knowledge and the Spiritual Life


Intimacy with God is a call to respond to the sacred dimension of life.  We respond to this call by growing into a deeper life with ourselves and living our sacred personhood ever more fully.  By getting to know ourselves and developing our own personal presence, we are readying ourselves for a deeper union with God. As we enter into the sacredness of who we are, we discover the presence of God. 


Spirituality is an inward journey of self-knowledge.  Thomas Merton in his Ascent to Truth points out how fundamental self-knowledge is for the spiritual life when he says, “The first step to sanctity is self-knowledge.” (1) Self-awareness is an interior process of getting to know our true selves.  In centering into our real selves, we discover the full sacred presence that we are called to be, residing in the Lord.  

Restlessness of the Heart

The art of self-knowledge emphasizes that we need to remain faithful to listen to the restless voice within us.  As we venture beneath the surface of our perceptions, we may get more in touch with the invisible realities of our lives and of all life around us.  In slowing down, a silence may take us over.  Within the silent stirrings of our everyday lives, we may uncover a need to go beyond ourselves and unite with what is “more than” us.


St. Augustine in his Confessions speaks about the hunger for the “more than” when he describes the restlessness of his heart.  This restlessness of our interior being is seeking a home, a place to rest, to be quiet, and to go yet deeper into ourselves.  I believe with St. Augustine that our restless spirits are trying to find their home in the presence of God.


The restlessness of our interior selves discloses the poverty of who we are.  There is a deficiency that we carry within our hearts.  Perhaps, in a moment of distance from our hectic lives, we will be awakened to our real selves.  Face to face with our innermost reality we will realize that we are not self-sufficient and that we are not called to journey alone.  A loneliness may emerge as we experience that we are radically incomplete and in need of a deeper relationship with others.


The hecticness of the everyday seems to cover over our urgent longings to become full of the presence of a significant other.  If we listen to the restlessness of our hearts, we may realize our hunger for intimacy.  With the realization that we are lacking contact and relatedness with others, we begin again to yearn for a personal union with significant others and to be filled with the others mystery.  


The restlessness of our spirits shows us that we are called to share our inner presence with others and with God.  In this mutual sharing the opportunity may come for us to develop a sustaining relationship that would give us a fuller human life.  Through this intimate relationship, we can feel more a part of a whole and more at one with the sacredness of all that is.  This personal union with another can be an access to a deeper relationship with God.  In this atmosphere of nearness to God, God makes God’s Self known to us and we become full of God’s life-giving presence.  

Restlessness of the Heart


The art of self-knowledge emphasizes that we need to remain faithful to listen to the restless voice within us.  As we venture beneath the surface of our perceptions, we may get more in touch with the invisible realities of our lives and of all life around us.  In slowing down, a silence may take us over.  Within the silent stirrings of our everyday lives, we may uncover a need to go beyond ourselves and unite with what is “more than” us.


St. Augustine in his Confessions speaks about the hunger for the “more than” when he describes the restlessness of his heart. (2) This restlessness of our interior being is seeking a home, a place to rest, to be quiet, and to go yet deeper into ourselves.  I believe with St. Augustine that our restless spirits are trying to find their home in the presence of God.


The restlessness of our interior selves discloses the poverty of who we are.  There is a deficiency that we carry within our hearts.  Perhaps, in a moment of distance from our hectic lives, we will be awakened to our real selves.  Face to face with our innermost reality we will realize that we are not self-sufficient and that we are not called to journey alone.  A loneliness may emerge as we experience that we are radically incomplete and in need of a deeper relationship with others.


The hecticness of the everyday seems to cover over our urgent longings to become full of the presence of a significant other. (3) If we listen to the restlessness of our hearts, we may realize our hunger for intimacy.  With the realization that we are lacking contact and relatedness with others, we begin again to yearn for a personal union with significant others and to be filled with the others’ mystery.


The restlessness of our spirits shows us that we are called to share our inner presence with others and with God.  In this mutual sharing the opportunity may come for us to develop a sustaining relationship that would give us a fuller human life.  Through this intimate relationship, we can feel more a part of the whole and more at one with the sacredness of all that is.  This personal union with another can be an access to a deeper relationship with God.  In this atmosphere of nearness to God, God makes God’s Self known to us and we become full of God’s life-giving presence.

Insecurity and Self-Emergence


Adrian van Kaam in his book Dynamics of Spiritual Self Direction points out:


...the truly human self is a self that is emergent under the inspiration of the spirit.  The self, however, is not necessarily emergent; it may be instead a diminishing, dying or paralyzed self.  I may fall away from the spirit and begin to live routinely an uninspired life of quiet desperation.  I may close myself off from the light of the Holy Spirit illumining my spirit as graced by Christ. (4)


The spirit dimension of our personality is sometimes covered over, stunted or blocked.  Insecurity can arise that prevents our integrating this spiritual dimension into our lives. Our truly human selves become dormant or even deformed. This process of insecurity derails us from growing into the person that the Lord calls us to be.


We all yearn for security as to our identity.  It is this sense of security that allows us to welcome others and the Lord into our everyday lives.  If we feel weak, inferior or inadequate, our sense of at homeness in ourselves is disrupted.  Fundamental insecurity as to who we are may block our being open to all that is.  This deficient sense of ourselves tends to resist the call of the transcendent.  The sense of insecurity as to who we are becomes an obstacle of growing into an intimate relationship with myself, others, and God.

Bodies Mediate Presence


I have emphasized thus far that the art of self knowledge is crucial for the cultivation of our spiritual lives.  One fundamental dimension of who we are is our sexual being.  Our sexuality is rooted in and concretely manifested through our bodies.  By listening to the sexual dimension of our lives and growing more into this part of ourselves, we are also growing into the mystery of who we are.  


In order to be who we are and to meet ourselves, others, and God, we need to accept the bodies that we are, to relate to them, and to make our fundamental home in them.  As we feel more at home in our bodies, we shall feel more at home in our sexuality. Our bodies express who we are.  Our sense of presence is mediated through our bodies.  The more alive we are in our bodies and the more comfortable we feel with the sexual story that we are, the more we shall be able to comfortably meet and greet others and the Lord in our lives.  If we do not feel at home in our bodies and in our sexual identities, we will find it difficult to enter into intimate relationships with others and with God.


When our bodies lose some of their aliveness, as when we are physically exhausted or psychologically depressed, we may tend to withdraw from ourselves, others, and God.  Our sense of presence cannot be communicated to others through our bodies.  It is as if our pores are blocked.  People may describe us as being out of it, out of touch, not accessible, distant, floating away, or simply “not there.”


Our bodies reveal us to the world and to others; there are a fundamental means of access to the nearness of God.  Imagine yourself trying to be polite and to listen to someone late at night.  Your eyelids become heavy.  You seem to be in and out of the conversation as your body surrenders to the fact that you need sleep.  Under these conditions, it is difficult to be fully present to yourself and others. If we are not comfortable and rested in our bodies we will then be unable to be present to others and God, in a way that will cultivate intimate relationships.

Sexual Emergence and Sexed Bodies


We all have a history of our relationship to our bodies and our sexuality.  Imagine yourself in a delivery room in a hospital where a woman is about to give birth.  With a good contraction the head of the child appears.  The shoulders, the chest, the abdomen slowly follow.  Up to this point we have no idea of the sex of the child.  Then the physician gently whispers, “It’s a girl.”


This proclamation that the child is a girl is the beginning of another sexual story of a human being.  Each sexual myth starts with the ascription of a sex.  From the moment of birth, the physical dimensions of our bodies immediately situate us as belonging to one sex.  Once we are delivered into the human world, our sexuality is given to us as part of our fundamental identity.

Sexual Emergence and Gender Identity


For most of us, our sex has not been an issue that we have had to prove to self or others. (5) Genetically and anatomically our sex has been a firmly fixed gift since birth.  If our sex is not a fundamental problem that has to be worked through and solved, then why do so many people feel insecure about their sexuality?


Although we have been born into a particular sex, we each must take up our sexed bodies and live with our sex ascriptions in a comfortable manner.  We do not automatically become our proclaimed sex.  The sexuality of our sexed bodies gradually emerges through our lived experiences with others.


Our sex is a fundamental dimension of our name.  We are called by others and God to become our name.  Gender identity is the development of the sexed dimension of our name. (6) Imperceptibly, children are called by society to become either preponderantly masculine or feminine.  Children gradually distinguish themselves as either males or females by cultivating characteristics of their particular sex.  They identify with their sex insignia by behaving as a boy or a girl.


Imagine a three-year-old sitting on the curb of a street watching a parade.  Suddenly the child jumps up and wants to march in the parade.  For children there are two types of parades that figuratively march by them.  The first is composed of the females in their childhood:  mother, grandmothers, aunts, cousins, neighborhood women and female peers.  The second parade consists of the males who figure in their lives.  Children need to be welcomed into and affirmed by participants in both parades in order to develop a secure sexual identity.


As people invite and receive them into the invisible sexual dimension of their worlds, children begin to inhabit comfortably their sexed bodies as preponderantly either masculine males or feminine females.  While marching in each parade, they are guided into being who they are as male or female.  Significant others recognize them, make room for them in their adult sexual worlds, and awaken them to who they are as males and females.


The task of developing a secure gender identity is most important for the emergence of our personal sexual myth.  As we marched in our childhood parades, parental figures verbally and nonverbally communicated to us how to imagine ourselves as masculine males or feminine females.  These significant others presented the myriad cultural values, ideals, and expectations of who we were supposed to be as males or females.  As teachers they educated us by defining how we were to become what anatomically we had been declared to be.  We began to identify with other members of our own sex by modeling and comparing ourselves to them.


Our parents and other significant figures in these parades revealed to us the complex story of what constitutes the basic nature of being male or female in our culture.  As we take our places among other men and women, we will be judged by the criteria of who we are supposed to be as sexed beings.

Cultural Obstacles to Sexual Emergence


Many obstacles can arise that hinder the emergence of the sexual dimension of our name.  These cultural obstacles cover over or repress the sexual story of who we are called to be or they foster an insecurity about the sexed body that we are.  Problems with feeling at-home with who we are as sexual beings will become obstacles to the emergence of our spirit and our spiritual lives.  We may become preoccupied with and self-conscious about our sexual story.  As a result we have neither the time nor the energy to grow into the presence of God who is near.


Society, through significant others and the mass media, begins to teach children early in their lives deceptive myths and illusions of what it means to live in their bodies.  It subtly communicates how and what their bodies must be in order to be accepted as masculine males or feminine females.


Slowly an unspoken sexual insecurity weaves its way into the unconscious of children.  Instead of growing into the unique original persons they are called to be, they may be led to put on a false sexual self.  This process of sexual insecurity can easily derail boys and girls from feeling comfortable with who they are.  It can become an obstacle to growing into an intimate relationship with self, others, and God.


Imagine a group of third grade boys choosing sides for a baseball game.  Those boys consistently chosen last begin to be self-conscious.  Athletic skills are an important criterion of masculinity on some playgrounds.  If a boy does not know how to throw the ball correctly, he will run the risk of being proclaimed a sissy.  Being labeled as unmasculine in childhood can be an overwhelming obstacle to a boy’s personality integration as a sexed being.


Some children become self-conscious about their posture, gestures, or manner of walking.  Other boys and girls suffer chronic anxiety if their body parts fail to live up to a preconceived standard.  Buckteeth, big noses, crossed eyes, bowed legs, knobby knees, all begin to weave a story of being different, unattractive or ugly.  Being too fat, too thin, too short, too tall or having a poor complexion can foster a child’s feeling of inadequacy and inferiority.  Some children have suffered greatly because they were taught their bodies are dirty, bad and sources of sin, and therefore must be mastered and controlled.

Sexual Emergence and the Chum Relationship


A crucial ingredient of puberty is to reach a point in our sexual story where we are declared as having arrived at a successful integration of our gender identity.  At this stage in our development we want to be called a man or a woman as soon as possible.  During this time we struggle to prove our masculinity or femininity.  We want to become firmly fixed in our masculine or feminine identification.


Harry Stack Sullivan in his book The Interpersonal Theory of Psychiatry describes how important the chum relationship is in our psycho-sexual development. (7) A chum is a member of the same sex with whom we are able to share our secrets and validate our self-worth.  Through interpersonal intimacy with a chum, we begin to correct our weird ideas about ourselves and others.  Through the chum relationship we share our private selves, and in the affirming process we grow in security about our acceptability as a sexual being.


I remember a difficult time in my life when I awakened in an intense manner to the fact that I was a sexual being in need of others.  It seemed that everywhere I looked I saw women’s breasts and buttocks.  During this period I was constantly reciting the prayer, “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” as a way of coping with my sexual awakening.


One day as I was walking with one of my chums, we were both intrigued by a voluptuous woman who passed us by.  Sexual fantasies began to well up within me.  I quickly started my recitations of “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.”  When my chum nudged me and asked, “Did you see that?”  I pretended that I had not noticed the woman.  My sexual fantasies made me feel that I was abnormal and strange.  I thought I was wrong to see women as sexual beings.  My chum suggested that I had a problem if I did not notice that beautiful woman.


As we talked, my chum revealed to me his sexual fantasies about the woman.  I felt relieved knowing he was having feelings similar to mine.  Through this relationship, I was able to correct my private judgments about myself.  I belonged to the human race after all!  My chum affirmed that indeed I was like all of humanity, more or less.


Through the homo-social relationships with chums, we ready ourselves to be open and receptive to encountering the opposite sex.  A lack of chum relationships may prevent us from growing into a solid sense of gender identity.  If we are still insecure in regard to our relationship to our own sex, if we have not felt affirmed by members of our own sex, then our relationships with the opposite sex will begin on shaky ground.  Being afraid of persons of the same or opposite sex can be an obstacle to growing into intimate relationships.

Sexual Insecurity and Spiritual Life


The advertising media are aware of the vulnerability people feel in relationship to their sexual stories.  Advertising uses the public’s sexual insecurity to sell its products.  The media play on people’s fear of being declared sexually unattractive.  As an example, I recall one of our daughters who was four running up to my wife crying, “Mommy, Mommy, where is the hand cream?  I don’t want my hands to get old.”  We laughed, enjoying the spontaneity of our little girl.  But upon reflection, I became saddened.  I could see how the culture was seeping into her consciousness and subtly weaving a sexual story of who she had to be as a feminine female in this society.


In order to be desirable and spoken well of by others, men and women have been encouraged to camouflage their real selves.  They have devoted a great quantity of time, money, and effort to change their bodies in such a way that they will be perceived and proclaimed as sexually attractive.  There is a standard or criterion for acceptable eyes, hair, breasts, teeth, legs, and breath.  Women’s legs, should be silky smooth, lips thirst-quenching, and faces always soft, beautiful, and youthful.  To a great extent, bodily appearance still defines womanly worth.  Some women with small breasts tend to doubt their own femininity.  Lost in their own inner world of self-consciousness, people are willing to undergo plastic surgery to alter the size and shape of their nose, ears, breasts, and to remove facial wrinkles.


Men in our culture are supposed to be tall, aggressive, strong, and virile.  The Marlboro cowboy cultivated the image of men being tough, rugged individualists.  Baldness, gray hair, smallness are not attractive.  Men are encouraged to use a certain aftershave lotion and deodorant.  They are told that smoking these cigarettes, driving this car, drinking this wine or that beer will rescue them and help them to be seen as masculine males.


Many people’s sexual stories keep them invisible, tense, and unable to be who they really are.  Their sexual insecurity and anxious preoccupation with their physical attractiveness and presentability tends to destroy their ability to remain open to all that is.

Sexual and Presence


The unfolding of our sexual story opens us to discover that we are in search of a relationship with another.  The sexual dimension of our lives reflects back to us our desire to be with people.  If we listen to our sexual feelings, they will reveal to us our urgent longings to be filled with the presence of the other.  Our sexual feelings are a call to become deeply and personally touched by the presence of the other.  They are a call to go beyond ourselves, to empty ourselves, and to become one with the other.


If we listen to the emergence of our sexual story, we will hear the message that we are incomplete without the other.  Our sexual feelings tell us that we shall become more fully ourselves in being more fully present to others.  Through our sexual feelings our bodies pull us out of ourselves and proclaim to us that we are relational beings searching to participate in the secret of the other.


There is a scene in the movie Annie Hall by Woody Allen where the two main characters are in bed together.  Annie is having a difficult time being physically and emotionally available to her partner Alvi.  She is able to remove herself from the situation by dissociating herself from her body through smoking marijuana.  As the scene unfolds, the camera captures Annie’s dissociative experience by revealing to us two Annies.  One character, Annie’s physical self, is sitting up in bed.  The other Annie is standing at the foot of the bed observing her sexual struggles with her lover.  Alvi is aware of Annie’s not being totally present to him and he begins to speak to Annie’s not being totally present to him and he begins to speak to Annie’s spirit at the foot of the bed.  He suggests to her spirit that he is not interested in having genital relationships with her body.  What he really wants is to be filled with her spirit.  He pleads with her spirit to come back into her body, so that he can become full of her presence.

Sexuality and Spirituality


Our sexual feelings reveal to us that we desire to fill up our senses with the presence of the other.  In the Song of Songs (2:13-14), we hear the bride-groom say to the bride,


Come then, my love, my lovely one,


come show me your face, 


let me hear your voice 


for your voice is sweet 


and your face is beautiful. (8)


In and through our sexual emergence, the Lord calls us to discover who we are. God invites us to own our incompleteness and our yearning to be intimate with others.  Our sexual feelings awaken us to the deeper desire in us to transcend ourselves and enter into union with others.


Our sexual unfolding is a story of transcendence.  Beneath the sexual is the search for the spiritual.  The sexual is the search for the spiritual.  The sexual lifts us out of ourselves and opens up the deeper spiritual hunger that resides in all of us.  We are in search of the “more than.” The sexual restlessness of our hearts reveals that we are thirsty to drink of the presence of the other and ultimately of the presence of the divine other.


Our sexual feelings awaken us to who we are.  We are in need of intimacy with others.  If we feel comfortable in our sexual stories, then we will be able to draw nearer to ourselves.  With a secure sexual identity, we are able to allow ourselves to listen to our need to welcome others into our lives and to grow into intimacy with them.


The sexual restlessness of our hearts leads us to discover that we are hungry and thirsty for the presence of the other.  But even within our intimacy with others, we continue to hear the call of the “more than.”  Our spiritual stories disclose to us that our sexual emergence is also a spiritual emergence.  We will only be able to come to rest in at-homeness with ourselves and others when we are resting in the nearness of God.  In finding our home in the Lord, in drinking of his living waters, our hearts will come to rest.

NOTES

1.  Thomas Merton, The Ascent to Truth (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1951), p. 177.

2.  The Confessions of St. Augustine, trans.  John K. Ryan (Garden City, N.Y.:  Doubleday, 1960).

3.  Thomas J. Tyrrell, Urgent Longings:  Reflections on the Experience of Infatuation, Human Intimacy, and Contemplative Love (Whitinsville, MA, Affirmation Books, 1980).

4.  Adrian van Kaam, Dynamics of Spiritual Self Direction (Denville, N.J.:  Dimension Books, 1967), pp. 14-15.

5.  Sex is an issue for hermaphrodites.  See Rober J. Stroller, Sex and Gender (New York:  Science House, 1968).  and John Money and Anke A. Ehrhardt, Man and Woman, Boy and Girl (New York:  New American Library, 1974).

6.  See Stroller, Sex and Gender.

7.  Harry Strack Sullivan, The Interpersonal Theory of Psychiatry (New York:  W.W. Norton, 1953). pp. 254-62.

8.  Scripture quote taken from The Jerusalem Bible, Readers’ Edition (Garden City, N.Y.:  Doubleday, 1971).

________________________________________________________________________________________________

Sexual Emergence as an Access to the Spiritual Life         Page -10- 
Formation Consultation Services   Web: www.fcs-bilotta.com  E-mail:  formation@fcs-bilotta.com  

©Copyright Formation Consultation Services, Inc., 1989, Rev. 2004 ALL RIGHTS RESERVED


