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GUILTY: FOR BETRAYING WHO I AM

Vincent M. Bilotta III


My intention in this article is to share with you a perspective of making some sense of the experience of guilt in our everyday lives. My stance toward this human phenomenon called guilt is that it is a healthy experience. But in order to appreciate the life-giving nature of this experience, we need to slow down and allow ourselves space to dwell in our moments of guilt. My hope in this article is that we would be able to become more awakened to our sense of guilt, to experience it, to look at it and listen to it, and to understand its meaning. Questions we may want to pose to our experience of guilt are: How do we deal with our guilt? What is our style of coping with guilt? What are the bodily signals that are triggered within us in the moment of guilt? How do we become more responsive to what our guilt is teaching us about our lives? How do we listen to our guilt as instruction for our lives? 


In raising this issue of guilt for our reflection, I would pray that we would listen with compassion and gentleness. I am not inviting you to join with me in an exercise of blaming, judging, and punishing ourselves for not being perfect; but, rather, I am welcoming you into an atmosphere of becoming more mindful of our brokenness as vulnerable human beings. 

THE EXPERIENCE AND FEELING OF GUILT 


Let us begin by closing our eyes and quieting our busy minds and agitated bodies. For a few minutes, perhaps we could be still and recall guilt experiences from the past. Try to bring forth something about which you have had or still have guilt feelings. Place yourself in that situation and experience the feeling of guilt. 


What does guilt feel like? When some people feel guilty, their bodies feel heavy and weighted down. It may be a restlessness, an edginess, an uneasiness, or an anxiety. There may be a tightness in the chest, upsetting of the stomach, a pounding in the head, or a heaviness in breathing. Our bodies may feel tight, rigid, unclean, frozen, numb, and low. We may feel small, exhausted, cloudy, and burdened. 


Others describe feeling guilty as an atmosphere of powerlessness, of feeling caught, inferior, disliked, and rejected, or as a fear of being discovered and exposed. They feel abandoned, isolated, frustrated, and condemned. They feel caught in the eyes of others. There is a feeling of disapproval, a fear of punishment, a sense of failure. 

REASONS FOR GUILT 


While you are experiencing the many feelings of guilt, let me review some dimensions of human experience about which some may feel guilty. It is interesting to note that many people specialize in particular areas of being prone to guilt. 


A person could feel guilty about gorging himself with food but not feel any guilt about ignoring the people at the dinner table. Some could feel guilty about masturbation but not about working eighteen hours a day. In what areas of guilt do you specialize? Why do you experience guilt feelings in one dimension of life and not in another? 


One area in which guilt plays a major role in the lives of many is on the level of doing. Guilt emerges for being a workaholic or for not being enough of a workaholic. There is guilt for not measuring up, not doing enough, not achieving enough, and not being successful enough. Some people feel guilty for saying no, for setting limits, or for taking a stand. Others feel guilty for taking a day off, for resting, for not doing something every single minute of the day. 


In the sexual dimension of life, some people feel guilty for having been born a male or a female. Some feel guilty for looking at their naked bodies, for touching themselves, and even for having a body. Others feel guilty about masturbation, sexual fantasies, homosexual feelings, or feelings of being attracted to someone; others, for looking twice at another person, or for having desires to be embraced by another. 


Anger is another area in which many people find themselves feeling guilty. Some feel guilty for expressing anger; others feel guilty for not expressing their anger. Some feel guilty for not being “the nice guy,” for making waves, or for asserting themselves. There is guilt for being angry at someone who is dominating, manipulative, and controlling. There is guilt for being angry that a superior treated one as a child. Some even feel guilty that they are angry when someone is taking them for granted, is using them, and denying their feelings. 


Some feel guilty for the way they treat people around them. There is guilt for putting others down, for letting others down, for being late or neglectful, for hurting others' feelings, for not keeping a promise, for not being honest with others, and even for suppressing one's feelings. 


Some feel guilty for who they are: for being an outlaw, for being a rebel, a renegade, a deviant, or for being someone different. Others are guilty for not being cool, calm, and collected; others are guilty for not being stoic. 


Some religious feel guilty for thinking about leaving the religious life, for having loving feelings toward another, for feeling intimate with another, or for having a friend. Some feel guilty for living out a pretense of being a person of prayer. Others feel guilty for not being excited and highly motivated in their work. Many feel guilty for not being cheerful and happy all the time, for being burned out; many feel guilty for not giving themselves time for prayer and for not exercising fraternal charity. 


On the other hand, many people do not feel guilty about not loving themselves, not being more flexible, not being good to themselves, not taking a vacation, or not resting when they are tired. 

A PERSPECTIVE ON THE MEANING OF GUILT 


The experience of guilt presupposes or is based on the belief that I should live in a certain way, act in a certain way, and feel a certain way. Guilt is experienced when I discover that I have violated the standard, the norm, of the certain way. 


So, in guilt, there is an “I” who believes that there is a debt I owe to someone (whether that be myself or another) to behave in a certain way. If I fail to respond in that way, if I am not able to fulfill the what of that particular way, and I feel I am supposed to, then I find myself feeling guilty. 


In the beginning, in childhood, significant others communicate to me a story of what life is about. They define reality and its meaning. They author and direct the script of that story. 


Part of the script reads: if you want to be accepted, you will follow this certain script, this certain way of living out the story of reality. This is the story I am asked, invited, and sometimes told to believe. As a child I begin to believe that I owe to my parents or significant others the living out of this story. Another way of describing the what of the story is the rules, the duties, the governing principles of life. These are the standards, the ideals, the good, the order, the laws. In the story, I am informed of what I should do, ought to do, and must do to be a good boy or a good girl. 


The others who define and tell the story that I am to follow in life may be my parents, teachers, peers, the priest, the culture, the television, or the newspaper. If I dare to become an adult, I may begin to assume responsibility to author my own story based on the wisdom of others. 


Guilt emerges when I believe I should be living the story in a certain way, and I fail. Guilt is a violation of the story. It may emerge as offending the story, as doing wrong, as transgressing, ignoring, resisting, or breaking the laws of the story. 

UNHEALTHY GUILT 


What would be the atmosphere of the emergence of unhealthy guilt? As I have described, in an experience of guilt, persons believe that they should be living the story in a certain way, and they fail. The more irrational, unbalanced, narrow, and unrealistic their perceptions are, the more controlled they become by the guilt feeling. The more dominated and determined by the feeling of guilt they are, the more enslaved by the tyranny of the guilt they feel, the more they are not at home with the feeling of guilt in their lives. The unhealthy dimension of guilt does not promote life. It does not assist in the unfolding of personhood. Rather, unhealthy guilt closes persons in upon themselves. It contributes to a self-consciousness that binds them in an atmosphere of being judged as bad. 


Unhealthy guilt emerges within an atmosphere of the absolutizing, the totalizing, the one-sidedness of the guilty moment. The more demanding people are of themselves in not being able to accept that they failed or were less than perfect in living a certain way, the more unhealthy the guilt feelings become. The more insecure persons are, the more ungrounded they are as authors of their own lives, the more they become ruled by the need to meet expectations and to avoid failure. Failure to these individuals means not achieving, not being successful, not being who they have to be to be accepted and affirmed. Within this atmosphere, to fail, to make a mistake, to be imperfect mean that a person's efforts are not enough, are not acceptable. 


As an example of unhealthy guilt, let us look at the interpretation of Matthew. Scripture reads, “You must therefore be perfect just as your heavenly Father is perfect” (5:48).( Scripture quotes taken from The Jerusalem Bible, Readers' Edition. Garden City, NY: Doubleday and Co., 1971) A story is being told; script is being written. The significant other here is Jesus. Is the “must” rooted in the real or the ideal? (Philomena Agudo, Affirming the Human and the Holy. Whitinsville, MA: Affirmation Books, 1979), pp. 19-24 Am I going to demand tyrannically that I be perfect, whole, totally integral and harmonious with my relationship to myself and others when I know that I am imperfect, fragile, weak, on a journey toward integration and perfection, and that I will never arrive at being God? I know I really will never be perfect. But if I absolutely demand that I be perfect, if that is my story, I shall fail. In not achieving the ideal goal, the unreal goal, I will believe that I did not fulfill my rigid expectation or God's expectation, and therefore feel guilty in an unhealthy way. I feel guilty that I was unable to fulfill what was being demanded of me. Is the Father tyrannically demanding us to be perfect like Himself who is all love; or is He simply asking us to try, to struggle, to love? 


The language of unhealthy guilt is one of harshness. It is demanding, abusive, criticizing, rejecting, finding fault with, accusing, blaming, condemning, reproaching, and scolding. It is one of impatience and chastisement. Persons are shocked and horrified that they made a mistake or are discovered as imperfect. They see themselves as worthless because they failed. Unhealthy guilt becomes bigger than life. It is seen as the beginning and the end. In unhealthy guilt, the image of the childhood story, “Chicken Little,” comes to mind. Guilt becomes the experience in which people feel that the sky is falling. 


In unhealthy guilt, the judge, the author, the definer of the story of reality is external to the person. The meaning of the behavior is dictated and determined by the authority of the should. I rely on how the absolute authority interprets and judges how I should behave. I believe I have no freedom, no power to decide how I shall live this certain way. 

HEALTHY GUILT 


Healthy guilt is rooted in my assuming responsibility to become what I can be. The belief is that the certain way I should be is one of responding to author my own story. I am responsible for claiming the power for the authorship of my self. The standard, the what, the certain way, is simply to be my real self. A healthy guilt would be experienced when I fail to assume the responsibility to answer the call of who I am by developing my true self. I am responsible to continue the creation of my original self. The failure to acknowledge my part in creation is not to assume responsibility for the gift given to me by God. 


In Scripture, the parable of the talents (Matt. 25:14-30) speaks about a man's entrusting his property to others. He wants them to be faithful to what he gave to them and to respond according to their abilities. The reading seems to emphasize the responsibility of allowing my dormant self to emerge into its full humanness. My duty is to uncover my personal power and freedom and to grow as an independent, autonomous person. Healthy guilt would reveal itself in the failure to develop my true self and to hide behind the mask of a false, unreal self. I am gift. I am creation. Healthy guilt would be experiencing a sense of failure to assume accountability to foster the gift of creation that I am. 


In healthy guilt I am the judge of what I have done and what I have failed to do. I am the informed citizen. I am the one who is called to define, to author, and to develop my trust in light of God's plan for me. I do not need permission from others to be my real self. 


Powerful others will try to make me conform and live up to their expectations. I may have to run the risk of being defiant, of standing up to, and of going against powerful others. I am called to stand on my own two feet and to develop the ability to say yes or no in making decisions for the emergence of my life. To be seduced from following my path is to be controlled by others, to become a people pleaser, (Joseph L. Hart, “Perils of the Pleaser” in Loneliness: Issues of Emotional Living in an Age of Stress for Clergy and Religious, ed. James P. Madden, C.S.C. Whitinsville, MA: Affirmation Books, 1977, pp. 41-55),  and to be ruled by the tyrannical demands of others. Failure to stand up to others and to assume responsibility for the direction of my life and the promotion of love in light of God's design for me should engender healthy guilt. 


The feeling of guilt that emerges from a healthy individual is rooted in the belief that the task of each of us is to decipher what my story is, what the meaning of my life is, and what the hierarchy of values that guide my life is. Healthy guilt reveals itself within a perspective that perceives a sense of failure not as the end of the world but as an encounter with my personal humanity. My violation or failure is seen in light of the horizon that I am called by God to do and to be my best. The Lord is asking me only to try to be who I am. He is not asking me to arrive at total personal integration or complete personal development. 


Here, it is important to be reminded that it is in the struggle of trying to respond to who I am that my sanctity resides. I can only struggle to be who I am. In assuming responsibility to discover what it means to be human, I realize in a deeper way that integration is not something that I arrive at but it is something that I struggle to maintain. 

BETRAYAL OF THE BODY (Refer to Alexander Lowen, The Betrayal of the Body. New York: 
Collier Books, 1969)

To hand over the responsibility of the authorship of my life to another.is to betray who I am called to be. Thomas Merton, in his book, New Seeds of Contemplation, (Thomas Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation, New York: New Directions, 1972, p. 31) speaks of the call to sanctity as the finding out of who I am, discovering my true self, and being my self. 


I would like to take up the issue of responsibility of fostering my true self by focusing in on the guilt of betraying my body. I am called to discover, own, live in, and befriend my body. I need to remain faithful to the fact that my body and its senses ground me in reality. I experience and know the reality of creation and God through my body and its senses. 


St. Bonaventure, in his work, The Mind's Road to God, (St. Bonaventure, The Mind's Road to God, New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1953, p. 14) points out that God enters our lives through the doors of our five senses. God is revealed not only through sensible things but in them. The tracings of the Lord proclaim His presence. Our bodies become the vehicle for God to reach out to us. Through our bodies the Lord imperceptibly stirs within us a desire to be in union with Him. St. Bonaventure implies that, through the dialogue between our body senses and the tracings of God in the sensible signs of everyday life, God's inaccessibility is made accessible to us. In and through our bodily interactions with the world around us, the presence of God reaches us. 


Healthy guilt emerges when we recognize that we have betrayed the responsibility of being who we are by betraying our bodies. We were all given a body at birth; but many parents took our bodies back by not allowing us to live in them, by relating the story that our bodies are evil and a temptation to sin. For some of us, the body was reduced to an it, and treated as a thing, a tool, a functional object. The author of the story that our bodies are corrupt invited people to turn against their bodies as dangerous enemies and to avoid their bodies by not paying attention to them. 


Many people have been asked to trade in their bodies and to make believe that they do not have one. For years, people have been encouraged not to accept or identify with their bodies, to do little with them, and to be at war with them. Their bodies have been strangers to them and something of which they are ashamed. 


This process of forsaking their bodies, giving up on, and abandoning their bodies is the process of the betrayal of the body, and thus a disowning of the real self. People who betray their bodies should feel guilty for not responding to their original selves. 


But even if you were not a victim of this implicit brainwashing process of betraying your body, how can you betray your body now? We may be betraying our bodies by not taking care of them, by mistreating them, by not listening to, or by not befriending them. 


Some examples of abusing myself and my body would be obesity, overeating, eating junk food, pushing myself to exhaustion, not taking time for my body's physical needs, not getting proper physical exercise, and allowing tension and stress to riddle my body. Others may be involved in self-abuse when they betray the affective dimension of their lives by ignoring their feeling, hiding their feelings, not having the courage to discover their feelings or to own them, swallowing anger, and holding back tears that need to be released. 


The process of betraying my body and becoming immersed in my head emerges gradually in the flow of the everyday. Day in and day out, the world seems to rush in on me and calls me forth out of my body. The television, the newspapers, the radio, and the billboards on the highways, all seem to be competing for my attention. My mind becomes over-stimulated. The rational, the logical, the analytical seem to take over my life. The world rushes in on me. It grabs me, chokes me, and overtakes me. The “hecticness” of my everyday life seems to claim my body. The noise, the traffic, the tension, and the speed pull me out of my body. 


The betrayal of the body is lived out more concretely in the experience of being in my head. People who are living in their heads may be described as daydreamers, off in another world, up in the air, having their heads in the clouds, not having their feet on the ground, out of touch, not in tune, out of it, heady, and abstract. These people may also be described as spaced out, not accessible, floating away, fogged up, withdrawn, distant, unavailable, out of it, and not there. 


In the book, Zorba the Greek, by Nikos Kazantzakis, the character named Boss describes this abandonment well when he says: 

My life has gone on the wrong track, and my contract with men has now become a mere soliloquy. I had fallen so low that, if I had to choose between falling in love with a woman and reading a book about love, I should have chosen the book. (Nikos Kazantzakis, Zorba the Greek. New York: Simon and Shuster, Inc., 1952, p. 101) 


Again in Zorba the Greek, Zorba, speaking to the Boss, says: 

What are you thinking about? You keep a pair of scales, too, do you? You weigh everything to the nearest gram, don't you? Come on, friend, make up your mind. Take the plunge! (Ibid., p. 10) 


You may have met the little boy who discovered that he was not acceptable to his peers in the sports arena because he lacked physical coordination so he took flight into his head by becoming the intellectual of the class. 


Other examples of being in your head would be your driving along a highway and almost hitting another car because you were in your head and not paying total attention to the bodily activity of driving safely. Many people eat their food but never taste it because their minds are busy about other, more important matters. 


Imagine yourself trying to pick up pieces of glass when you are in your head and not paying attention to what you are doing. Or you could be walking up a flight of stairs; and because you are not living in your feet, you trip and fall. Imagine trying to drive in a snowstorm on slippery icy roads, and your mind is somewhere else. Once your body loses touch with the road because you no longer have a feel for the road as you are driving along, the car will probably begin to spin around, and you will lose control of the wheel. 


I remember the trouble I got myself into when I was about ten years old, and I was just walking around in my head. It was a Thursday evening during the summer. My mother had dropped me off downtown to do a few errands for her. As I was walking along the sidewalk, I noticed a parade going by. It was the women in the local town beauty pageant. I got so caught up in looking at these attractive women that I crashed into a parking meter as I was walking along. Blood began to cover my face. The reality of not paying attention to where I was going spoke loudly and clearly to me. How would I explain the gash on my forehead to my mother? How could I tell her that I was fantasizing about these women and that I became out of touch with the reality of doing her errands? 


Many people betray their bodies by getting lost in their private, inner selves. Their minds become filled with the noise of figuring, analyzing, and calculating the world and people around them. Their heads are buzzing with a jumble of words, ideas, and questions. They become. observers of themselves, spectators of life, and not livers of it. These introspective persons seem to use up their psychic energy in trying to control what is around them. 


When I was in the Air Force and stationed at a command headquarters, I became familiar with the command post, where people are on top of everything that is going on in their command. This particular command was in charge of the world airlift. With a large map of the world facing them, all day and all night, men would plot out the exact location of every single airplane that was part of their airlift command. 


People who are walled up within their own little world of their private selves are living behind their head in their own particular command post. Their mind is like a radar set that scans the outer reality before them. The outer reality has to be constantly watched, constantly controlled. The command post, the control tower, must always be on ready alert to defend itself in case of attack. So there we are, hidden in our command post and vigilantly guarding ourselves from being seen as we are. Locked up in our heads, we become withdrawn from the flow of daily life so that we can be in constant charge and control of what others are able to see of who we are. We must always protect ourselves from being seen as we really are. We are afraid to let people enter our lives. No one is allowed to see our imperfect selves. 


I am ashamed of the limited person I am. People will definitely reject me if they see how impoverished I really am. In my command post, I become lost in the dark recesses of worrying about what people think of me. I am anxious that they will discover my fragile humanity. I am afraid that my imperfect real self will be exposed; then I shall be rejected as not good enough. 


This style of living in my head, living behind my head in my command post, fosters a split from being present to the greater whole of reality. The command post experience is very narrowing and limiting. While I am in my command post stance, I am unable to be in my body and to be open through the senses of my body to all that is around. It is like seeing and experiencing life from a peep-hole. I can experience only what is directly in front of me. In my command post, I am so busy vigilantly protecting myself that I get lost in my head as I watch the radar set and build barriers that will prevent my real self from being exposed. 

THE BETRAYAL OF THE SPIRITUAL LIFE 


As I have already stated, we are responsible to ourselves, others, and God to become who we are. To answer the call of who we are is to develop the gift of creation that we are. Hopefully, we can grow into a sense of guilt when we find ourselves failing to respond to the gift of the vulnerable self that we are. 


We are called to be a whole self, not a fragmented self. To betray the bodily dimension of our existence is to betray who I am. The abandoning of the body is also the abandonment of the development of a rich, spiritual life. If I do not live in my body, I am unable to become awakened to the nearness of God around me. 


Merton speaks about the importance of the body in the spiritual life when he says, “We all [our bodies] become doors and windows through which God shines back into His own House.” (Merton, p. 67) In St. Paul, we hear: “Your body, you know, is the temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you since you received Him from God” (1 Cor. 6:19). To be in touch with my body is to become awakened to the fact that God is residing within me. The abode of God is within me. It is through our bodies that we discover God. It is through our bodies that we come in touch with God as He reveals Himself to us from within and without. It is through our bodies that we extend the love of God to others. It is through our bodies that we love God. 


The certain way that we are being asked to respond to ourselves is to be open to our original selves. The core of our original selves is the spiritual dimension of our existence. Many of us today can easily develop a style in which we betray the spiritual dimension of our existence. In failing to respond to this central dimension of our existence, we may find ourselves experiencing a feeling of guilt. Feeling guilty for the abandonment of our spiritual development presupposes that we believe that the unfolding of our spiritual life is most important for the emergence of our gift as a human person. Many agree in principle that the spiritual dimension of our personalities is important, but in practice we tend to betray this response to who we are as we betray our bodies. For many people, the level of consciousness of guilt for betraying the responsibility to become the spiritual person we are called to be is non-existent. 


The prophet Jeremiah in the Old Testament addresses himself to this issue when he speaks about the need to make a new covenant. In his writings, Jeremiah points out that people had become preoccupied with objectively performing all the legal, ritual requirements and regulations of the covenant. The people's ability to respond to Yahweh was that of not violating the external, the outward fulfillment of the law. These people betrayed the spiritual dimension of their existence. Jeremiah describes Israel of the Old Testament as smug, overconfident, complacent, obstinate, and lost in a false security of their own power and egoism. Their hearts became insensible, calloused, empty, heavy, hardened, and rebellious. This hardness of heart led to a theoretical head knowledge of God. The Israelites at the time of Jeremiah became specialists in the law and theological abstractions but not in experiencing the nearness of God in their everyday lives. 


As we know from Old Testament theology, the heart was the expression of the spiritual in man. (Refer to Walter Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament, trans. S. A. Baker, vol. 2. Philadelphia: Westminster, 1967) The heart was the element of responsibility. Jeremiah informs us that, in order for Yahweh's people to know Him, the hard scale which grew over their hearts must be removed (31:33). The hardness of Israel's heart must be broken in order for God's people to come back to Him. The interior dimension of Israel's being must be uncovered and made ready again to encounter the Lord. 


From Jeremiah, we discover that to respond to my true self, my whole self, I must cultivate my interior life (31 :33). This cultivation requires that I soften my heart, give up being stubborn, and develop a purity of heart, a single-mindedness that gives my attention to the nearness of God. A change of heart would be rooted in an openness of my body to the tracings of God in all that is around me. 

OBSTACLES TO THE AWARENESS OF GUILT 


For many people, the experience of being guilty for betraying their bodies and their interior lives is not something that is part of their everyday lives. The hectic style of the everyday becomes an obstacle to people's being able to tune into an awareness of the feeling of guilt. The image that comes to mind is one of a DC-10. Many of us tend to be flying around at a speed of four hundred miles an hour and a height of 39,000 feet. This, indeed, is living in my head. Traveling in my everyday life at this speed and this altitude, I cannot help being out of touch with what is occurring on the ground and inside me on a feeling level. Moving too fast and being in the clouds become obstacles to being aware of any guilt feelings in my life. Under these circumstances, I cannot hear the voice of guilt because I have successfully silenced it. 


In flying so high and so fast, I become out of touch with my responsibilities. I am no longer able to respond to What is on the ground. While seated in the cabin of a DC-10, I am in my own little world above the clouds. I may be flying high in striving for success, in striving to be approved by others, and in avoiding failure and insecurity. My body is no longer rooted in the earth. I am ungrounded and disembodied. The DC-10 experience is being split from the everyday reality of my life. While I am in my DC-10, the reality that is going on below me is unable to inform me as to what is going on. The DC-10 experience is a protection from hearing, seeing, and tasting the world below. I am not aware of what is happening on the ground. I am drifting along on top of the world. From this safe perspective of 39,000 feet, I cannot feel what is happening below. I am living in my head, living from the neck up; and, as a result, I am unable to feel guilty about anything because I do not feel anything. I am no longer connected to the real world. In flight at four hundred miles an hour and 39,000 feet off the ground, I am able to evade and to escape what is happening on the ground in my real world. 


Other images of obstacles to feeling guilt are a refrigerator or an air conditioner. If you have ever listened and paid attention to a refrigerator or air conditioner, you perhaps will discover that it hums. There are no ups or downs but a persistent monotone of humming. Hum! Hum! The senses are dimmed and lulled to sleep. 


An obstacle to the experience of guilt is one's becoming a hummer. I begin to live my life as a hummer: no ups, no downs. . . complacently there. . . just humming a monotone. And there I am: unable to feel, to sense, and to flow with what is around. I am unable to respond to the how of living my life. As a hummer, I am just there: not awake, not aware, just numb from the humming. 


As a hummer, I have abandoned my ability to tune in and respond to what is around me. As a hummer, I abuse myself. I violate my call to wholeness and intouchness. As a hummer living in my head, I betray the actualizing of the gift of my unique humanity. My real self is buried and remains dormant. Humming is a one-sided accent on reality. A process of forsaking my body, it becomes an obstacle to the awareness of guilt in my life. 

GUILT AS A GUIDE FOR MY LIFE 

Guilt is an important guide for my life. If I give myself space to listen to this feeling, it may become an opportunity to understand myself. Guilt can be a helpful teacher for me if I am willing to struggle to allow it to reveal its meaning to me and to learn from this meaning. 


The experience of guilt can be an invitation to stop, look, and listen to who I am and what I am up to in my life. It can keep me honest with how I am living my everyday life. As a friend, guilt may raise the question of how I have been treating myself and others. How have I been responding to myself and others as gifts, as God's creation? (Refer to Thomas A. Kane, The Healing Touch of Affirmation, Whitinsville, MA: Affirmation Books, 1976) How have I been promoting what has been entrusted to me by the Creator? 


Moreover, the inner stirrings of guilt could remind me that I am betraying the body that I am. Guilt may reveal that I am not being present to others in the here and now because I have abandoned my senses and am specializing in living in my head. The experience of guilt may be speaking about the fact that I have been totally lost in the value of doing by being absorbed in the immediate practical, the superficial, and the mere functional. The restlessness of my body in the experience of guilt may be proclaiming-that I have been split from the spiritual dimension of life where I am open to wonder, mystery, the simple, and the sacred. My deeper, interior self may have been covered over by my feverish activity of proving that I am acceptable and, in the process, forsaking my body and the vital dimension of my existence. 


The experience of guilt may also bring me back to the process of remembering who I am. Guilt may be an opportunity to rediscover that I am still trying to be someone I am not. Through the experience of guilt, I may become more open to how I am trying to live out a false, idealized self. 


In Zorba the Greek, Zorba tells the story of what happened to a crow who tried to live out a false self: 

Well, you see, this crow used to walk respectably, properly—well, like a crow. But one day he got it into his head to try to strut about like a pigeon. And from that time on the poor fellow couldn't for the life of him recall his own way of walking. He was all mixed up, don't you see? He just hobbled about. (Kazantzakis, p. 67)


The feeling of guilt presents the opportunity of reuniting with my true, original self. It provides me with the occasion to reconcile my ideal self with my real self. When I live my life from the perspective of unrealistic standards controlling my life, I am not responding to the reality of who I am. I may feel guilty because I am always losing, I am never perfect, never complete, never quite living in the manner in which I am supposed to be living. 


In guilt, I may discover that I have betrayed who I am. The experience of listening to my guilt may open up an access to realize that I do not have to be shocked that I am an imperfect and limited human being. The “real me” is impoverished and incomplete. Guilt can be an invitation to respond to the' 'real me. “ It can be a call to be an advocate of the “real me.” 


What is the certain way of the “real me”? The “real me” is evolving. The who I am evolves over time. This growth over time is gradual. In order to develop a respect for the process of the growth of who I am, I need to develop an eye for the gradual. Change is gradual. There is a gradualness to the unfolding of the real. 


For example, I remember planting my garden last spring. The instructions on the back of the seed package stated that the vegetables would mature in about sixty eight days. After I had planted the seeds one evening, the next morning I was in the garden to discover what growth had taken place during the night. The child in me was disappointed. I had not surrendered to the way of the gradual. I did not surrender to the real. 


Thus I may find myself prone to guilt because I am not devoted to reality. I may not be devoted to the process of the gradual. I need to grow into what St. Francis de Sales describes as the Devout Life. (Refer to St. Francis de Sales, Introduction to the Devout Life, trans. John K. Ryan, Garden City, NY: Doubleday and Co., 1966) I need to approach myself from the perspective of the values of the spiritual life. These values are rooted in love, patience, compassion, and gentleness toward myself and others. I need to give myself space and time to grow with the gradual unfolding of my reality. 


If I befriend my guilt experiences, perhaps they will guide me along my path to God. Guilt may be a gentle, silent whispering that I am in the process of betraying who I am. If I am aware of this moment of betrayal, then I have another opportunity to remember who I am. 


I am gift, and I am called to try to unfold the process of my creation and that of the world around me. I am called to struggle to grow in and with the nearness of God around me and within me. 
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