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LIVED FIDELITY TO THE SACRED:

RESPONDING TO MY HUNGER FOR DEPTH
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The phenomenon of fidelity appears in our everyday life experience in many different ways, For some of us, fidelity means remaining faithful to our commitments, lived pledges and promises, Fidelity for others is associated with loyalty, dependability, perseverance, and dedication. The language of fidelity also includes trust, confidence, reliance, and belief.

Fidelity, for many religious, means remaining faithful to the rule. Doctors experience themselves as faithful to their patients, teachers are faithful to their students, and parents are faithful to their children. Fidelity can also be experienced in relationship to a cause, a friendship, or a marriage. A daughter who is steadfast in the care of her invalid parent is living out the virtue of fidelity. A faithful Rotarian never misses a Wednesday night meeting. A faithful college alumnus attends all the home football games and contributes each year to the alumni fund. The language of fidelity also appears in the home. The Smith family faithfully eats the evening meal at six o'clock. The children faithfully wash the dishes each evening and place the trash in the garage. As a family unit, they faithfully clean their car each Saturday morning. 


In our society we are encouraged to live out fidelity in relationship to ourselves. Thus, fidelity for some is being true to themselves, being their own person. For others, fidelity is being honest with themselves: remaining open to their humanity, aware of their limitations, and claiming their strengths and weaknesses. 


On the other hand, the language of fidelity may be lived out as infidelity. Social injustice, abandonment of the elderly, abortions, war, and political scandals, all reflect the experience of some people living out a sense of infidelity to others. Preoccupation with possessions, divorce, and self-alienation are variations of the theme of infidelity toward others and self. 

FIDELITY IN YAHWEH-ISRAEL RELATIONSHIP 


A powerful model of fidelity on which I would like to reflect is captured in Yahweh's relationship to Israel as revealed in sacred scripture, Out of his gratuitous love, God took the unexpected, spontaneous, and direct initiative and invited his chosen people into a life with him, He willed to be present to them and sought communion with them. 


Yahweh's fidelity to the Israelites began by reaching out to them and making himself available to them. He shared his presence and made himself known to them, He invited the people of Israel to come to him and promised that in their listening to him with open ears and welcoming hearts, their souls would live. 


Scripture shows that Yahweh was everlasting in his fidelity to his people. His mercy endured forever. Yahweh was a good father to the children of Israel. His love for them was stable, firm, compassionate, patient, and dependable. Like a shepherd, he guarded them, stood by them, comforted them, and guided them along his path. For the Israelites, Yahweh was a rock of safety who would be with them always, giving them undying protection and eternally sustaining them. Isaiah described Yahweh as never forgetting the people of Israel, for he had carved them on the palm of his hand (lsa. 49:15-16). 


Yahweh's word was integrity itself (Ps. 33:4). His love for the people of Israel was gracious, persistent, and strong. To the Israelites, Yahweh was merciful tenderness and loving kindness. His fidelity was true and steadfast. 


The children of Israel responded to Yahweh's fidelity by acknowledging that the world and all living things owe their existence to God and depend on him for their survival and well-being. The Israelites attempted to surrender to Yahweh's process of and presence in creation. As they tried to live constantly in God's sight, they grew in trust and faith in him. By practicing fidelity to Yahweh as a faithful wife, the Israelites found their way to God. Their fidelity was rooted in remembering that Yahweh was the Lord, their power and might (Jer. 16:21). Fidelity meant remembering God, turning or returning to him, and walking with him. 


As the story of Yahweh's relationship with the Israelites unfolds, we learn how the people of Israel went astray and grew away from intimacy with Yahweh, They lost a sense of the nearness of God and no longer lived constantly in his sight. The children of God forgot about Yahweh (Jer. 2:31), and were no longer inspired by his presence. Preoccupied with their own lives, the Israelites lost touch with the presence of God. 


Like an unfaithful and disloyal spouse, the Israelites stubbornly began to follow their own hearts, becoming insensitive and calloused. The children of Israel acted obstinately and refused to give themselves over to the conversion process. They did not listen, but stiffened their necks so that they would not have to hear or receive instructions from Yahweh. Their hearts became hardened, distrustful, and rebellious. 


This unfaithful stance of the Israelites led to an impersonal and superficial living out of their covenant with Yahweh. Although they were still specialists in observing the law, this outwardly correct behavior inspired by duty no longer assisted them to know and experience the nearness of God. The constancy of faithfully fulfilled duties no longer fostered intimacy between Yahweh and the Israelites. Walter Eichrodt, an Old Testament theologian, puts it this way: “The merely passive, universal state of submission was not enough. (Waller Eichrodt. Theology of the Old Testament, Trans. S.A, Baker, vol. I Philadelphia: Westminster Press. 1967, p. 357). They needed to be conscious and experientially involved in a deeper relationship with Yahweh. 


Salvation history continues as Yahweh invited his people to come back to him out of a yearning to be intimate with him. God asked for a radical transformation of their entire way of life (Jer. 31: 31-34). Fidelity must no longer he living by the law in a habitual, routine, external manner only, but it must spring from their deepest selves, as an unreserved surrender. Fidelity means intimacy with God. 


Yahweh initiated his people into the deeper implications of fidelity. In order for Israel to find their place with God again, the interior dimensions of their beings had to be uncovered and made ready again to encounter the Lord. The hard scale that had grown over their hearts must be removed. 


Fidelity is born in the secret recesses of the heart and therefore springs from the depths of one's being. It expresses the most intimate spiritual dimensions of human beings.


Through the smug confidence of their self-sufficient attitude, the Israelites believed they no longer needed to cling to Yahweh. But God asked them to give up being stubborn and to humble themselves before him. To grow in a new fidelity to Yahweh, the people of Israel needed to purify their hearts and develop a single-minded attention to God's nearness. Yahweh invited his people to see with the eyes of faith his presence in all creation and to surrender their hearts to the Lord. Through this fidelity of the heart, the Israelites could grow into a vital intimate knowledge of God. 

FIDELITY AND SACRED PERSPECTIVE 


In order for fidelity to make sense, we must live life with a certain perspective. A faithful person assumes a characteristic attitude that affirms that life has a sacred origin and which believes that there is an absolute reality. Mircea Eliade in his book, The Sacred and the Profane, describes this absolute reality as “the sacred which transcends this world but manifests itself in this world, thereby sanctifying it and making it real.” (Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane. trans, W.R. Trask. New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1959, p. 202).


Persons who practice fidelity see that all of life is holy because it flows from God. Sacredness is hidden in the depths of every situation. All of life is precious. Persons who live faithfully are committed to the life of the spirit. They seek to encounter this sacredness in all people, events and things. 


Fidelity springs from the innermost core of a person. It is an affair of the heart and not of the head. The more we are centered within ourselves, the better able we are to respond to the deep undercurrents running through our lives. Our hearts respond to the sacred around us. Fidelity is a way of being present to a situation whereby we reach out to encounter its sacredness.
DESACRALIZATION: OBSTACLE TO FIDELITY 


The possibility of being faithful lies within us all. However, if we live our lives alienated from our interior selves, then the emerging fidelity will become blocked. Living a more profane existence can become a major obstacle to the emergence of fidelity in our lives. When we desacralize our daily living, we become separated from ourselves and from the possibility of fidelity. 


As we persevere in habitually fulfilling the duties and obligations of our everyday lives, we may he participating in a desacralizing process. Going through the motions of living, merely adhering to the order of the day, will not necessarily lead us to encounter reality. We may be minimally present to what we are doing, like getting up in the morning but never really awakening throughout the day, Encased in our regular routine, we successfully maintain a spectator's perspective on the everyday. As we observe life but do not participate in it, our senses begin to dry up and remain partially closed. The world no longer reveals its sacred mysteries to us because we are simply not present to what is around us, 

INSECURITY AND THE IDEALIZED SELF 


As success is more and more sanctified in our culture, the deeper transcendent meanings of reality are lost. We glorify hard work, achievement, and competition; the attitude of the profane takes over and our everyday lives become desacralized. An environment where we are recognized and valued for the quantity of what we do and not for the quality of how we live, becomes an obstacle for the emergence of fidelity. 


Since our culture is so highly competitive, the experience of insecurity is always on the horizon of our consciousness. Competition, with its winners and losers, breeds a sense of insecurity in most of us. To fail in competition is to appear weak and incapable; something to be avoided at all costs. 


As we dwell on the phenomenon of insecurity, we realize that our culture fosters an idealized image of the person we have to he in order to be accepted (Karen Horney, Neurosis and Human Growth. New York: W. W. Norton, 1950). To be weak, to fail, to lose, to be powerless are not valued in our culture. If we appear imperfect, if we seem not to be living up to the ideals of significant others, we experience insecurity. Preoccupied with our insecurity, we lose the sense of the miraculousness of creation, the sacredness of all that is, and the possibility of living a fidelity to the sacred. 


We all need to be accepted, loved, and cared for by others, Abraham Maslow points out that in order to continue to grow into wholeness as a human person, we must satisfy our basic needs. (Abraham H. Maslow, Toward A Psychology of Being. Princeton. NJ: D. Van Nostrand. 1968). If we have had a history of lacking affirmation, security, and need-gratification, we wilt be forced into a self-conscious and insecure stance towards the world. 


In our culture, goodness seems to be equated with doing, If we do well, if we succeed, we are accepted. We all yearn for security, to be rooted in an atmosphere of acceptance. When we do not experience acceptance and affirmation from others, we are driven to seek them. 

THE IDEALIZED SELF AND FUNCTIONALISM 


As a way of coping with insecurity based on the fear of ' being rejected, disapproved, and not accepted for who we are, we sometimes construct a defense system. Living out an idealized self is a defense structure that helps people cope with the fear of being rejected. 


Becoming a self-idealizer is a process by which persons cultivate a false self. They begin to feel that their real self is not acceptable to themselves and others. They imagine that their real self is basically not good enough to be affirmed. Self-idealization fosters a denial and repression of the real self. Persons blind themselves to the real self, disclaiming and abandoning it. 


As a result of the self-idealization process, the real self becomes buried and is prevented from growing. The truly human self no longer emerges under the inspiration of the spirit. (Adrian van Kaam, Dynamics of Spiritual Self-Direction Denville, N.J: Dimension Books. 1976). The self-idealization process paralyzes the integration of the qualities of the real self. 


Self-idealizers become caught up in living out a functional mode of presence to themselves, others, and the world. They are interested in producing results. Ultimately they function in an ideal perfectionist manner. Self-idealizers become so caught up in their work of producing perfection that they are blind to other realities, Their only reality is living up to their idealized self-image. In order to cope with feelings of insecurity and fears of rejection for being perceived as not good enough, self idealizers may begin to live out a functionalistic attitude towards themselves, others, and the world. They view life as a task that must be performed efficiently, quickly, and completely. Life must be managed and controlled in the most pragmatic manner. Work becomes their central value. 


Self-idealizers are motivated to live out a functionalistic approach to their everyday existence as a way of hiding their feelings of weakness and insufficiency. Through functionalism, self-idealizers try to escape their shrunken self-image and anxiously search for self-esteem. They attempt to feel more important and self-assured by investing themselves in the doing dimension of reality. 

INSENSITIVITY OF SELF-IDEALIZERS 


As a way of coping with their infectious insecurity, self-idealizers become lost in the functional tasks of the everyday. They automatically perform the rituals of everyday productive living in a thoughtless, complacent, puppet-like manner. Being task-centered, they try to fit ever greater amounts of work into their everyday activities. As they go through the motions of trying to be very productive, they lose touch with their own presence to self and to others around them, Preoccupied with what is going on externally, they are unable to see and hear what is going on within themselves. 


Pulled and absorbed by a functionalistic mentality, self idealizers have an impersonal approach to reality. They may be aloof, cold, and detached from others. Living their lives controlled by the ideals and rules of others, they pay attention to only the external and superficial. Their activities are performed in an automatic robot-like manner. 


As a product of the functionalistic mentality, this impersonal attitude of self-idealizers fosters an insensitivity to their surroundings. Overwhelmed and submerged by the dull routine of doing, they no longer see or respond to the richness and beauty of the ordinary events of everyday. These individuals may find themselves bored by the monotony of doing. Deep within they feel lifeless and uninspired. 


Insecurity, the self-idealization process, and the functionalistic mentality all contribute to experiencing in a profane manner whatever is around us. Perceiving people, events, and things in a desacralized way does not allow for the experience of fidelity to emerge. In a desacralized atmosphere, the voice of the sacred in and around us is muffled. 

LISTENING TO MY RESTLESSNESS 


If I have been caught up in the hecticness of the profane life and my heart has become hardened by the feverish activities of my' day, I am still' haunted by the voice of the sacred. Amidst the noise of my speediness, aggressiveness, insecurity, power, and cleverness, the sacredness of existence still calls out to me, inviting me to abide in it. Although living in a stance of pride, arrogance, smugness, stubbornness, or complacency impedes deep relationships with people, events, and things around me, the hunger for depth still wells up within me. 


Living with a profane attitude towards myself and the world, I distance myself from my deeper self by acting in a hectic manner. Through this hecticness I build defenses in order to continue to feel omnipotent and in control of my world. My hecticness becomes a reaction by which I avoid the call of the spiritual dimension of my life. Yet the inner stirrings of my heart still draw me to a deeper life, the interior life of silence, wonder, mystery, the simple, and the sacred. 


I need to listen faithfully to my inner restlessness. The hecticness of my life is part of the unrest due to my lack of someone or something. An inner disquietude permeates my very existence. Hecticness may be a way of fleeing from facing this lack of peace. The more I am involved with the profane, the greater will be the restlessness of my heart. 


Symptoms such as body tension and agitated, uncomfortable feelings may indicate that my deeper self is secretly yearning for greater wholeness. Nervousness, uncertainty, and dissatisfaction can be signs that my heart needs something more. I may feel a general sense of deficiency that indicates that I am in need of transcendence. 

FIDELITY TO SELF 


Caught up in the hecticness of life, we tend to forget ourselves. Profane everydayness conceals the mystery of who we are, and encourages us to abandon our bodies, lulling us into a semiconscious existence. No longer do we live with passion and vitality but rather with passivity and spiritlessness. Desacralization makes it difficult for us to keep our hearts alive as the hearts of children and poets are. It becomes almost impossible for us to taste life. Our real selves are taken for granted; we live our lives in an unquestioning and unreflective manner. 


Although we pledge allegiance to God, to country, and to others, thus appearing to be faithful people, our fidelity is unfaithful to ourselves. Intoxicated with enthusiastic activity, doing good for others, we become strangers to ourselves. With no time for silence and solitude, we remain opaque to ourselves and bury deep our unlived lives. As hollow people we remain apathetic, and allow our deeper selves to vegetate. 


Thus far, I have alluded to the fact that many people believe that they live out of a sense of fidelity to God and others. However, some of these men and women have unknowingly turned their backs on their own deeper dimensions. 


Self-betrayal is an obstacle to fidelity, which is only possible in the light of fidelity to self. But what does fidelity to self mean? To live in fidelity to self means to be aware of ourselves. We are conscious of and familiar with our life experiences. We are attentive to our feelings, our thoughts, and our fantasies. In order to develop an awareness of the many sides of myself, I must remove the blindfolds that prevent me from seeing myself clearly. If I remain entangled in the web of daily routine, I will continue to sleep. 


Fidelity to self begins with taking my heart out of the deep freeze and allowing it to thaw so it can be open and receptive to its inner stirrings. As I become aware of the spontaneous reactions within me, I will discover who I am at the moment. Remaining with my experience, I allow my deeper self to reveal who I am.


Formerly my office at the House of Affirmation was on the third floor. After each therapy session I exercised my body by walking up and down the three flights of stairs to do various errands on the first floor. As I listened to my inner stirrings while going over the stairs, I discovered many facets of myself. Some times I would discover myself whistling, feeling happy and free. At other times I would he frustrated, uneasy, or sad. On still other occasions, I would be in touch with fatigue, loneliness, and discouragement. By listening to these feelings. I discovered who I was at the moment. 


Fidelity means developing the ability to respond to myself, being responsive to the mysterious dimensions of who I am, I make this response by uncovering how I perceive and relate to the people, events, and things around me. I reveal the mystery of who I am in everything I do. The way I open a door, press an elevator button, eat a meal, walk up a night of stairs, wash the dishes, brush my teeth, make a bed, drive a car, reach for the salt and pepper shakers, all speak to me about how I am living my life. As I respond to myself, I grow more fully present to myself. 


Fidelity to self is also lived out by my attempting to remain faithful to the humanity entrusted to me. (Johannes Metz, Poverty of Spirit, tran, J. Drury (New York: Newman Press, 1968, p. 6).  As I face my limits and find my place in creation, I answer the call of discovering the self I have been given, In being faithful to who I truly am, I own how powerless I am in light of all that is before me. On the deepest level of my being I feel small and insignificant before this power of life. I become aware of something that is much larger than my little world, I realize that I am not in complete control. The mystery of who I am brings me in touch with my radical incompleteness. On this level of experience I perceive my limits. 


Fidelity to self means growing into an intimacy with myself. In order to do this, I must empty myself of my false selves and recover my true self. I need to detach myself from all the illusions and pretenses of who I am. 


Intimacy with myself originates from the same deeper dimension of myself as the phenomenon of fidelity. Intimacy, like fidelity, emerges from the spiritual core of who I am. Fidelity is a growing into a deeper presence 10 myself where I am awakened to the sacred mystery that I am. In fidelity I choose to enter into the depth and inwardness of myself and there find the place I belong. 


Fidelity is an intimate process of coming home to myself. It is an opening to and an accepting of who I am. In this process I make a home within myself. Fidelity is an inward journey of getting to know myself. Centered within the home that I have carved out within myself, I grow in at-homeness with all that I am. As I dwell in the interiority of my life, I allow my real self to reveal itself to me. Recollected and ingathered, I can afford to risk being intimate with who I am. 

FIDELITY TO OTHERS 


Gabriel Marcel states that the more I am able to preserve a sense of intimacy with myself, a sense of' recollected, ingathered interiority, the more I will be capable of making real contact with others (Gabriel Marcel, Homo Viator, trans. F. Craufurd, New York: Harper and Row, 1965). Fidelity to others is a returning to my deeper spiritual self. In drawing nearer to myself in the enclosed clearing of my interior self, I am at the same time making it more possible to participate deeply with others. With a firm identity (Erik Erikson, Identity, Youth and Crisis, New York: W.W. Norton, 1968) and a strong sense of autonomy, (R.D. Laing, The Divided Self (Baltimore, MD:  Penguin Books. 1965) with a well-grounded, secure center for a home, I am able to assume authorship of my life and to welcome others into my intimate space, When I do not have a home, a solid identity of who I am, I find it frightening to give myself to another in intimacy and love. 


In being accessible to the interior dimension of my self, I am able to experience true human encounters and dialogues with others. As I remain faithfully in touch with my deeper self, I can implicitly trust others and he open to them. Centered within myself I am able to risk with others and be more vulnerably present to them. Faithfully grounded within myself, I can surrender to others, have faith in them, give credit to them, and accept them as uniquely themselves. 


Fidelity to others is being present to them. This being present is a deep, felt, spiritual quality of myself or the other. The presence of anyone is elusive and incomprehensible. To enter into the experience of presence is to open ourselves to the realm of mystery. When I am present to the other I exhibit my spirit; I radiate my spiritual self to the other. As I wakefully turn toward the other with my whole self, my presence reveals to the other, immediately and unmistakably, who I am. My being flows out to meet the other. I am ready to make a present of myself to the other. In the presence of the other I let that person be in his/her uniqueness. 


Fidelity to self means becoming fully a person. In order to be fully human I must live with a sense of fidelity to others. We all have a deep need for personal relationships and we must faithfully fulfill this need for people. To be faithful to myself means to stand in the presence of others; in being faithful to others I am faithful to myself. 


By this fidelity to others I discover gradually who I am. Being with others awakens me to myself. Sharing the other's presence, I feel more fully human. Participating with others enables me to emerge from myself as the sacred mystery I am. As I am present to the other, the other teaches me who I am. If I listen to the other's feedback of how I am perceived, I can become more knowing of myself. Without the help of others I am unable to find the fullness of which I am capable. Faithfully transcending myself and being present to another, I move along the path to wholeness. 


Fidelity to others is living out an attitude of love towards them. In his first letter to the Church of Corinth, we hear Paul urging us to remain faithful to others in love when he says: 


If I have all the eloquence of men or of angels, but speak without love, I am simply a gong booming or a cymbal clashing, If I have the gift of prophecy, understanding all the mysteries there are, and knowing everything, and if I have faith in all its fullness, to move mountains, but am without love, then I am nothing at all. If I give away all that I possess, piece by piece, and if I even let them take my body to burn it, but am without love, it will do me no good whatever. 


Love is always patient and kind: it is never jealous; it is never boastful or conceited; it is never rude or selfish; it does not take offenses, and is not resentful. Love takes no pleasure in other people's sins but delights in the truth; it is always ready to excuse, to trust, to hope, and to endure whatever comes (I Cor. U: 1.7). 


Loving others is to create an atmosphere of respect and reverence for their sacredness. As I affirm their beings, I recognize that we are all precious, fragile, and vulnerable (Adrian van Kaam, Spirituality and the Gentle Life. Denville, NJ: Dimension Books, 1974). Sharing in our common humanity allows me to become more permeable to others. With my heart softened I am able to listen to the mystery of others. 


Fidelity to others means to make room for them in my life. With compassion and gentleness I welcome others into my presence. In order to be hospitable to others I have to abandon and surrender my preoccupation with my need to be in control of all situations. All my childish ways must be put behind me (I Cor, 13:12). While preparing to be present to others, I let go of my fears and my compulsion to be always perfect and self-sufficient. Emptying myself of my false sense of self. I am able to give my heart to others and become full of presence, 

DISCIPLINED PRESENCE TO THE SACRED 


In being present to myself and others I gain access to fullness of life, where the transcendent realm of reality is revealed. As I dwell within the deeper dimensions of reality, I encounter the mystery of the sacred. The ground for the emergence of fidelity is the experience of the sacred, In order to grow in fidelity we must remain in touch with the sacredness of all that is. The path to fidelity is a continual effort to be attentive to the simple appearances of the sacred in our everyday lives. The sacred invites us to participate in its fullness. 


We promote the sacred in our lives by cultivating presence to ourselves and others. Fidelity to the deep currents of the sacred flowing within us helps us to remember that we are part of creation, an act of God, and a manifestation of His sacredness. Faithful to the eternal perspective, we discover that our everyday moments reveal various aspects of God's presence. Living fully where we are allows us to go deeper into daily life. As we faithfully probe the surface of everyday reality, we see divine fullness unfolding before us. Gradually our inner urge for the sacred increases. 


Fidelity to the holy is being awake to its call and manifestations. Sometimes the signals of the transcendent are hidden by our desire for supremacy and our craving for success, power, and security. Absorbed in a secularized consciousness, we are imprisoned by the very walls that we have built around ourselves, barriers intended to protect us from being hurt. 


Our culture has conditioned us to be ashamed of being vulnerable, weak, and poor.  As a result, we suffer from feelings of inadequacy, inferiority, and insecurity. One of the major themes of the story that we tell about ourselves is that we are simply not good enough. Our everyday hecticness signifies our being on the run. We are trying to escape facing who we are in all of our impoverishment. It is frightening to admit to our shortcomings because we are exposing our vulnerable humanity. In many of our social circles, to be human is not good enough. We are expected to be supermen and superwomen. 


In order to grow in fidelity to the presence of God, we must be aware of ourselves, others, and God. Patiently staying with and growing closer to our everyday experience, we allow it to reveal its truths. 


Thomas Merton writes about this unfolding of the sacredness of reality when he says: 

Every moment and every event of every man's life on earth plants something in his soul. For just as the wind carries thousands of winged seeds, so each moment brings with it germs of spiritual vitality that come to rest imperceptibly in the minds and wills of men. Most of these unnumbered seeds perish and are lost, because men are not prepared to receive them: for such seeds as these cannot spring up anywhere except in the good soil of freedom, spontaneity and love (Thomas Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation. (New York: New Directions Press, 1972, p. 14). 

In this description Merton seems to be calling us back to experience what is happening to us in every moment and in every event. He is encouraging us to listen with fidelity to the invisible of our everyday lives, for it is in the invisible, the ordinary, the mundane that the sacred is revealed to us. Within these moments that we usually take for granted, we are being invited to accept the sacred abundance of life. 


Through disciplined presence to the everyday we shape our consciousness, raising it to an awareness of God's presence in all that is around us. Through fidelity to the art of disciplined presence we sensitively wait for the sacred mystery of reality to unfold before us in our everyday life experiences. 

LISTENING TO PAUSES 


One way we foster our presence to the sacred is by practicing the art of disciplined presence, pausing. Such pausing facilitates an awareness of God in our lives. This simple act of halting for a moment the busy flow of our lives is something that can occur naturally. The stop sign on a corner calls drivers to halt. We pause to catch our breath if we have been over-exerting our bodies. We take time for a moment of relaxation. Before eating we may pause to wash our hands. We stop to take showers and baths, to eat when we are hungry, and to drink when we are thirsty. We halt to get gas for the automobile, pause to do grocery shopping, and take time to mow the lawn or to clean the house. 


This practice of pausing recognizes that our lives have a natural flow and our bodies a natural rhythm. Taking breaks is a phenomenon that permeates our everyday lives. Natural pauses occur as we move from one activity to another. We can only read or write so long before we need to take a break from this activity. The commercial during the television program is an intentional break in the flow of the program. After having dinner and lingering at the table to talk further, people may take a break from conversation by moving to the living room. Rising after a night of sleep, we may pause to make our beds and put our rooms in order. All these natural breaks in activities are opportunities to pause. 


Breaks in our everyday routine occur naturally and spontaneously, sometimes intentionally, Natural pauses include: getting out of bed in the morning, dressing for the day, opening a door, climbing a flight of stairs, eating and drinking, peeling vegetables and fruits, cleaning our eyeglasses, sitting in a chair, walking from one room to another, opening the mail, setting the table, Natural pauses are based on reactions to the now of the day. The natural pause is the break between one activity and the next. Everyday life is not one long activity but a series of connected and related situations. The scene continually changes in our everyday lives. Natural pauses arc transitions from one scene or activity to another. 


Intentional pauses include: taking a walk, listening to music, being quiet and relaxed, taking a vacation or a day off from work, going for a drive in the country, participating in the liturgy, visiting the sick, doing absolutely nothing, writing a journal entry, praying, painting the house, waxing the car, planting a garden, reading a book. Intentional pauses are breaks in our behavior that are consciously willed. They are deliberate, thoughtful responses to the need for distance from everyday routine. We create and cultivate intentional pauses. 


Unintentional pauses occur unexpectedly, without planning: being sick in bed, having a toothache or a headache, being in a traffic accident, losing or misplacing something important to us, having a fire on the kitchen stove, dealing with a broken water pipe in the house, experiencing the death of someone close to us, running out of gas on a highway, spilling a cup of coffee. Such pauses are not willed but simply appear in our everyday lives. 


Fidelity to these pauses is most important to the process of remaining faithful to uncovering the sacred in our lives. Listening to our experience as we pause, we take time to practice the art of disciplined presence. Fidelity in attending to these pauses enables us to come home to our center. 

Such pauses are occasions to catch a glimpse of ourselves, to remember who we are, and to become more awakened to the dialogue that we are with the world. Fidelity to the pause is an opportunity to avoid being swept away by the swift current of our day's activities. The break in routine is a temporary space to mirror back to ourselves where we arc in relationship to God, others, and ourselves. 


In our transition from one activity to another, we need to practice the art of focusing back to our interior selves and dwelling there for a moment. Abiding deep within, we come in touch with God's presence in our lives. Fidelity to pauses helps us to grow into a more reflective stance where we allow our realities to reveal themselves to us. By giving ourselves over to each pause and slowing down to see who we are at the moment, we can prevent our sinking deeper into the narrowness of our own preoccupations. From this perspective, fidelity to the pause becomes an opportunity to reorient ourselves and place our realities in the context of all that is. Fidelity to the art of stopping, reflecting, and calling ourselves back to our interior selves prepares the way for an encounter with the sacredness and mystery of life. Living out a fidelity to this sacredness of life, we become more in touch with ourselves, others, and God. 

Fidelity to the holiness of all reality is a fundamental dimension of the spiritual life and an essential aspect of growth in wholeness as a person. Fidelity is a call to hallow the everydayness of our lives. We need to become shepherds of the sacred in all creation. A good shepherd is steadfast in love for what has been entrusted to him/her. Fidelity to the sacred means growing into appreciation and love of all that is in my life and in the world.
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