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Foundational Formative Understanding of the Human Person 
The Functional Dimension of the Self

Vincent M. Bilotta, Ph.D.   

INTRODUCTION


We come into this world as a tiny vulnerable body needing to be nurtured, nourished, loved and cared for.  We are helpless and powerless, totally dependent upon our parents to meet our vital needs.  We thrive on their nourishment and care, their love and affection.  Without adequate physical care and emotional nurturance, we would not survive.


As our vital self grows and becomes stronger, our functional self begins to emerge.  We begin to reach out, to sit, to crawl, to stand erect and to walk.  We learn that our needs cannot always be immediately satisfied.  Sometimes we must wait for mother to come, or for the cookie or cracker we want.  We learn that at times, we must do things we do not want to do, such as going to bed at a particular time, putting our toys away, or refraining from knocking over our glass of milk or throwing our food on the floor.  We learn to urinate and defecate in the toilet.  Gradually, we learn to control our vital urges and reactions.  We learn to live with the structures and limits delineated by our parents. Although we may often rebel against them, these structures and limits provide us with a necessary measure of safety and security.


We also learn to organize our world to get what we want.  For example, eighteen month old Alyssa was interested in watching her mother prepare supper.  She could not see what her mother was doing at the kitchen counter.  She pulled out and stood in the bottom kitchen drawer so she would be tall enough to see what was going on.  This became her usual way of watching her mother work in the kitchen.  Similarly, eighteen month old Christopher was intent on standing on top of the television set.  He found a way to pile his large toys along side of the TV so that he could climb to the top and achieve his goal.


In their own way, each of these toddlers was learning to organize and master their environment in view of realizing their goal.  The same holds true as we learn to dress ourselves, tie our shoes, button our coat, eat with a fork, use a knife, ride on the school bus, get along with siblings and other children.  We are learning gradually to control and master our environment.  We are learning to function efficiently and effectively in the everyday world in which we live.  

van Kaam writes:


The child learns that it has to function within its formation field.  
This field issues concrete demands, attractions, repulsions and impositions.  ...The child tries to adjust its impulsive life directives 
to outside conditions.  (Adrian van Kaam, Fundamental Formation Volume One, Fundamental Formation, p. 84)


One of my brothers, for example, has a five year old son who is filled with life and energy.  When we visit, he enjoys playing with my husband.

--funning, wrestling on the floor, playing hide-and-seek and playing with his toys.  After some time of doing this, my husband becomes worn out.  Tommy, however, becomes increasingly excited and wants to continue playing and running. One day, he became especially excited, and would not calm down.  After Uncle Jeff was worn out, he began playing with his father until he too was tired.  Tommy began to tug at his father excitedly to continue to play with him.  His father told him that they could continue later, but that they had to stop now.  He remained undaunted.  Eventually, his father told him that he would have to go to his room if he did not calm down.  Slowly, Tommy quieted down and agreed to wait until Daddy was rested to resume playing.


In and through this situation, five year old Tommy was learning to contain his unbounded energy or to direct it in ways that would not involve his uncle or his father.  He was learning about the rhythm of balancing rambunctious play with more quiet activities.  He was also learning to adjust his energy level to those with whom he wanted to play.  Had he been with other five year olds, perhaps they would all have continued to play for a longer period of time.  However, he was becoming aware that Uncle Jeff and Daddy could play for a time, but not endlessly.  he had to adjust his natural impulse to play to the concrete demands of the situation in which he found himself.  Thus our functional life is formed and developed.


From a foundational perspective, the word function is associated with performance.  We speak of the functioning of our vital organs, such as our heart, lungs or kidneys.  When someone we know is under considerable stress we may be concerned about their ability to function on the everyday level.  We may refer to carrying out our work or role obligations as fulfilling our functions.  In the work world people are generally hired, fired or promoted on the basis of the quality of their job functioning.  We refer to the various functions of a computer and to mathematical functions.  At times, we attend social functions.


The word function is described as a professional or official position; and occupation; the action for which a person or thing is specially fitted or used, or for which a thing exists; an impressive, elaborate, or formal ceremony or social gathering.


Function, then, refers to something we do, a role we fill, our work performance.  Generally, our functioning is visible to ourselves and to others.  It is usually measured by our words, actions and deeds.


The functional dimension of ourselves refers to that part of us that is in the world primarily as doer.  In our capacity of doer, we manage, order, plan and control everything from our daily schedule to our personal goals.  Our functional self organizes our living space and our work would in ways that make us efficient and effective.  It enables us to think and choose, to analyze and calculate.  Our functional self adjusts and adapts to the world around us.  It is competitive.  It seeks to master and dominate.  It perceives obstacles, challenges or any form of opposition as problems to be solved.  It is that part of us that specializes in isolating problems, figuring out and moving toward solutions.


On the everyday level, our functional self is expressed through our ambitions, plans and projects.  We invest our functional energy in making things happen in ways that are pleasing and personally fulfilling.  We direct our time and effort toward the realization of our goals.


Like our vital and spirit dimensions, our functional self is integral to who we are.  Indeed since the beginning of time, humans have sought to dominate, conquer and control the forces of nature.  In the Scriptural account of Creation, God’s mandate to humans is to conquer the earth:  “Be fertile and multiply; fill the earth and subdue it.  Have dominion over the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, and all the living things that move on the earth.” (Gn. 1:28)  Our functional abilities are part of God’s gift to us.  In these lines of Scripture, God both acknowledges and blesses the gift of our functional life.


Adrian van Kaam likens our functional self to a bridge.  (See Fundamental Formation, pp.170-171) When we think of a bridge, we think of a structure that is solid, firm and strong enough to withstand the wear and tear of constant traffic as well as the weight of the many cars, trucks and busses that travel over it each day.  The importance of bridges seems to come home to us when one collapses or is destroyed by a flood or an earthquake.


A bridge serves as a link from one side to another.  It connects us to the other side.  Its piles are securely grounded on both ends, while the bridge itself spans over a void.  Without its piles firmly planted in solid earth, the bridge span risks eventual collapse.  Its connecting function would then be lost.  Without the bridge, we would have to find other less convenient ways of getting to the other side, such as a ferry or an airplane.


A bridge gives form, structure and direction to the flow of traffic from one side to the other.  As we drive over a bridge, we have no choice but to follow the flow of its curves and the direction laid out before us by its structure. 


The structure of the bridge is visible.  Given the right weather conditions, bridges are sometimes visible for miles.  Generally they grace the skyline with the beauty of their form, structure and substance. 


Bridges come in a variety of shapes and sizes, from a small footpath across a stream to a structure as massive as the Golden Gate Bridge.  Bridges may be constructed of rope and wooden planks as we see in many Third World countries.  For our Western mind accustomed to more solid structures, these may seem somewhat precarious and unsafe.  However, people who walk over them each day do so with a certain confidence and security.  Bridges may be constructed totally of wood, such as one over which my husband and I recently rode our bicycles.  The old wooden structure grounded in the water, as well as the rattle of the wooden planks over which we rode made me feel somewhat uneasy.  Yet the bridge fulfilled its connecting function. We are perhaps more familiar with bridges that are constructed of steel and concrete.  Because of the strength of these materials, we generally walk or drive over these bridges feeling safe and confident--with little or no thought that they could possibly be unsafe.  Whatever its size or structure, a bridge serves a practical here-and-now purpose:  it helps us get from one side of the river, sea, bay, gully or cliff to the other.


In order to be effective, a bridge must be structurally sound.  Recently, of example, there has been much concern about the safety of again bridges across America.  The September, 1989 earthquake in San Francisco during which part of a bridge collapsed onto a lower level heightened our awareness of the significance of bridge structures.  Investigators determined that the collapse was due to the rigidity of the structure:  it was not flexible enough to move with the flow of the tremors nor to withstand their impact.


van Kaam writes that “Our functional life should be a bridge linking the shore of the spirit with the shore of the body and world.” (Fundamental Formation, p. 170)  As we have described in the other papers in this series See Formation Consultation Services, Inc. papers “The Vital Dimension of the Self” and “The Spirit Dimension of the Self”), impulses originate in our vital self while inspirations and aspirations originate in our spirit.


An impulse is a spontaneous reaction to whatever touches us.  We experience an impulse as a force or a drive that pushes us to action.  For example, we may feel impelled to shout back angrily at someone who has insulted us.  Or as we drive by the scene of an accident, we may be impelled to rush to the rescue of someone who has been injured.  We move quickly and spontaneously, without deliberate thought.


An inspiration on the other hand, is often associated with God’s movement within our heart.  However, from a foundational perspective, an inspiration refers to being inwardly moved to the core of our being.  At times, inspirations seem to come from nowhere.  At other times, they seem to emerge from our thoughtful reflection over time on a specific issue.  Inspirations are breathed into us so to speak.  They are grounded in our spirit, and seem to emerge from beyond our limited human thoughts, reflections, and perceptions.  They also call us beyond our comfortable complacency.  They invite us to live from who we most deeply are.


Both our impulses and our inspirations are expressed in and through the concrete ambitions, plans and projects of our functional self.  For example, we may experience a vital upsurge of anger.  We feel angry energy move through our body.  Spontaneously, we may want to lash out verbally.  We may feel like striking out physically.  We may experience the urge to kick, scream, run or throw objects.  We may even have a fleeting desire to hurt or kill the person we are angry at.  This vital upsurge happens rapidly and spontaneously.  Our angry impulse seems to take hold of us.  In this situation, our functional self helps us gradually to get a hold of ourselves and bring our anger under the control of our rational thinking abilities.  It helps us to calm down and to gain some distance from our angry feelings.  In this distancing process, we may be able to rethink the anger-provoking situation, to deal with our anger more skillfully, and to express it appropriately.  We may for example, take a walk to release some of our angry energy so that we can think more clearly.  We may then decide that we must speak to the person who provoked our anger.  Although our anger may be obvious and evident as we speak, we are not totally controlled by our angry impulse.  Rather, we have gained some measure of effective control over our anger.  Thus our angry impulse is given form, structure and expression through the bridge of our functional self.


Or we may feel inspired to volunteer our time at the local soup kitchen.  While we experience the stirring of our spirit, our functional self helps us to move from inspiration to action.  Our functional self, for example, helps us to dialogue with the reality of our life situation:  Do we have the time to do volunteer work?  Is being at the soup kitchen congenial to us, or are we motivated by one of our friends who is already involved?  We may call the Director to express our desire to volunteer, to get the necessary information about what services are needed, and about what days and times volunteers are needed.  Our functional self takes in all this information and helps us to decide whether we are physically and emotionally capable of doing the required work, what day and time is most convenient for us and how we must rearrange out schedule in order to volunteer our time.  Our functional self helps us to make the necessary adjustments in our schedule.  It helps us to get into the car, drive to the soup kitchen and do what is asked of us.  Thus the inspiration of our spirit is actualized through the bridge of our functional abilities.


Our functional self, then, is about the practical things of life.  It is that part of us that gives flesh to our vital impulses and our spirit inspirations.  Without our functional self, impulses and inspirations could not be actualized.  They would remain locked within.  van Kaam maintains that our functional self plays an executive role, making concrete and expressing in an appropriate and congenial manner our vital impulses and our spirit inspirations.  It knows how to accomplish effectively and efficiently what needs to be accomplished, although by itself it may not know what ultimately to accomplish or where to go.  It is dependent upon the light and motivation of our vital and spirit dimensions, of our sociohistorical situation, and on what emerges from the ongoing interaction of all of these.  (See Fundamental Formation, p. 86)


Such balance among these various dimensions of our personality is possible only to the degree that we are in touch with our vital impulses and our spirit inspirations.  When we live cut off from our vital and spirit dimensions, our functional life becomes totalized.  For example, the business executive who is excessively caught up in production goals and efficiency may be out of touch with his vital and spiritual needs.  Or the religious or cleric who is overcommitted to meeting the needs of those to whom s/he ministers may ignore his/her personal needs and yearnings.  The husband, wife or parent who lives with high self-expectations may repress his/her anger, jealousy or other negative feelings that do not fit into his/her image of who s/he should be.  Thus, our whole self becomes  reduced to a functional self.  We cannot see beyond our functional plans, projects, ambitions and roles.  Our life becomes excessively goal-oriented.  As a result, the life of our body and spirit is undernourished and becomes impoverished.  Aware of such totalization in his own life, a male client sadly described his image of himself as walking through life with a big head and an atrophied body.  


On the other hand, we may be in touch with our vital and spirit dimensions, but lack the functional ability to incarnate our impulses and inspirations.  We have not learned to organize our world to reach out for what we want.  Perhaps as children everything was done for us; we did not learn to work things out for ourselves.  Or perhaps reaching out for what we wanted was discouraged as being an expression of selfishness.  As a result, our impulses and inspirations surface only to die for lack of our ability to move toward incarnating them into functional ambitions.  We do not know what to do or how to go about the task of realizing our inner desires and ideals.  A man in his forties, for example, has lived with the dream of some day being a recognized novelist.  Throughout his adult life, he has devoted himself to writing, but has published nothing.  He has been unable to take the concrete steps necessary to pursue publication.  He relies on some of his friends who “have connections.”  Similarly, over the years he has relied excessively on family and friends to help him get various jobs, as well as to fed and shelter him.  Despite his many talents and dreams, he has difficulty functioning in the everyday world.  He tends to live in the ivory tower of his dreams.


In order for our functional self to be the effective link it is intended to be, it must assume its proper place within the context of our total self.  That is, our functional self must become the servant of our spirit, moving with the rhythm and flow of our heart rather than becoming rigidly fixed and inflexible.  Just as the structure of a bridge must have a certain flexibility, so too, our functional self must flow flexibly with our organic rhythm as well as with the concrete situations and circumstances in which we find balanced and harmonious life, such individuals as the business executive, the religious or cleric, the husband, wife or parent described above need to move toward a sense of themselves grounded in their heart and respectful of their vital rhythm.  Thus the drivenness of their overdeveloped functional life is gradually tempered, softened and mellowed.  The same holds true for each of us in those areas of our lives in which our functional self has become totalized.  Without the flexibility provided by the inspiration of our spirit and the impulses of our body, our functional self risks becoming rigidly entrenched in the narrowness of control, dominance and mastery.  We become brittle and hard.  Like the bridge, we too may collapse under stress.


Just as a bridge is visible, so too our functional self makes visible our vital impulses and our inspirations in and through our words, actions and behavior.  When we attend a workshop, for example, we gain a sense of the facilitator through what s/he says, how s/he says it and how s/he interacts with the workshop participates.  What we see and hear, as well as the facilitator’s ability or inability to inspire is an expression of his/her functional self as it is informed by his/her spirit and vital dimensions.  Our functional self thinks through, chooses and decides what impulses and inspirations we will tend to and now we will actualize them within the context of our everyday life situation and circumstances.  our functional self is similar to a glass jar.  Just as the transparent glass makes visible and contents of the jar, so too our functional life, lived in dialogue with our spirit and vital life, makes visible our invisible impulses and aspirations through our manner of being present to ourselves, others and life.  Lack of such groundedness leads to the problem of functionalism in which our whole self seems to be reduced to our functional self.  As we reflect upon our American culture, we become readily aware of the problem of functionalism.

American Culture


Contemporary observers of the American scene describe American culture as living through its adolescence.  Indeed, as cultures, go, American culture is young--little more than two hundred years old.  As a culture, we have not yet gained the wisdom that comes with age.  Nor have we experienced on our soil the pain, horror and devastation of war.  We have not experienced the mellowing that can unfold from such suffering. Culturally, we are somewhat “new on the block.”  We are living through our adolescence.


The struggle of adolescence is one of separation and identity.  In order to gain a sense of their personal autonomy, adolescents tend to rebel.  They know it all.  They have a solution to every problem.  They tend to look ahead without ever looking back.  They are ready to take on any challenge.  They live for the here-and-now.  They are power houses of energy, and generally, are not in touch with their limits.  They are moving toward the height of their functional abilities.  Consequently, their functional abilities.  Consequently, their functional life dominates.  They specialize in controlling, mastering and dominating their environment.  They live with the expectation that life will go their way, and may be sorely disappointed and sometimes even devastated in the face of failure, loss or strong opposition.  They may become disillusioned in face of the sometimes harsh realities of life.


As we read this description of adolescence, we may begin to identify many of these same traits within our culture.  At the heart of these traits is excessive development of our functional life:  as Americans we tend to believe that we have all the answers and solutions not only to our own problems, but to the problems of the world.  We tend to see our solutions as the only ones, often without taking into account the cultural history and heritage of other nations.  We live unaware of our limits as a nation.  Consequently, we tend to believe ourselves to be superior, and are devastated in the face of failure, such as the inability to free the hostages in the Middle East.  We tend to live for the present, particularly in our consumption of the earth’s resources:  as long as we have what we want, we give little thought to the world we are leaving our children.


As an adolescent culture, our functional life dominates.   We specialize in control, mastery, functional problem-solving, competition.  We are self-confident, believing that nothing can daunt us.  We are continually pushing toward new frontiers, with all of life ahead of us.  In pushing ahead, we tend not to look back, except in time of disaster, such as the Challenger space disaster of a few years back.  Then we tend to engage in harsh introspectionism.  Eventually, we pick ourselves up and move on, living from the belief that “The best is yet to come.  If we work hard enough, we will get there.”


A man in his mid-forties is president of a corporation developed by his now deceased father.  He has worked in the family business since the age of sixteen, part-time throughout high school and college, and then full time as his father’s right hand.  He works twelve to fourteen hours a day and is intent on being a success.  Since the age of sixteen, he has been steeped in the business attitudes of hard work, problem-solving, meeting deadlines, pushing himself beyond his limits, mastering and remaining on top of any situation.  He describes feeling constantly inwardly pushed and driven.  There is always something else to do.  He becomes frustrated in face of unpredictable situations that come up at work, because dealing with these means that other things on his day’s agenda are not accomplished.  


The attitudes and dispositions he has developed as an American business man steeped in a functional culture, have permeated all aspects of his life.  He approaches his personal and family life in the same way he approaches his work.  He describes any ordinary life situation in terms of performance, goals, accomplishments, and projects.  He places deadlines on himself for accomplishments, and projects.  He places deadlines on himself for accomplishing anything around the house.  He perceives life as a series of projects that he must complete.  He believes he must be in control of every situation, that he must solve every problem on any level.  He frames every aspect of his life within the context of success or failure.  Failure in any form is unacceptable to him.


The cultural values he has absorbed throughout the years have permeated to the marrow of his bones.  They have become his approach to all of reality--his family and social life as well as his professional life.  The functional values he lives have created the illusion that he can always be in control and master everything, including himself.  As a result, he feels tight, tense, anxious.  He is unable to relax even in social situations, for these too become projects.  He is out of touch with his feelings and emotions, all of which have consistently been sacrificed for the sake of a functional project or goal.  he is out of touch with the yearnings of his heart.  He is the typical product of our adolescent functional culture.


Although we may not be a business executive, we can, to varying degrees, identify with this man’s functional approach to life.  We too may be so immersed in our many projects that all of life seems to be a project to complete, accomplish, control and master.  Immersed in the excess of functionalism, we have developed tunnel vision.  We see only what is before us.  Our vision is narrowed and limited to the here and now.  We have little concern for the past or the future.  We fail to consider to take into account all aspects of a situation and/or the significant persons, places, things, events and circumstances that provide the context in which we live and work.  As a result, we tend to be willful, pushing through our perceptions, our views, our ways as the only valid ones.  We become caught in excessive preoccupation and concern with what lies within our limited tunnel vision scope.


Functionalism is lived out in a variety of ways within our culture.  Among these are individualism, our understanding of personal worth, technology, and the need for more.

Individualism


As early as the 1830’s, the strain of individualism was evident in America.  In Democracy in America, Alexis de Tocqueville describes his impressions of his visit to America:


Individualism is a calm and considered feeling which disposes each 
citizen to isolate himself from the mass of his fellows and 
withdraw into the circle of family and friends; with this little 
society formed to his taste, he gladly leaves the greater society to 
look after itself.  ...There are more and more people who, though 
neither rich nor powerful enough to have much hold over others, have 
gained or kept enough wealth and enough understanding to look after 
their own needs.  Such folk owe no man anything and hardly expect 
anything from anybody.  They form the habit of thinking of 
themselves in isolation and imagine that their whole destiny is in 
their hands.  ...Each man is forever thrown back on himself alone, and 
there is danger that he may be shut up in the solitude of his own 
heart.  (As quoted in Bellah et al.  Habits of the Heart, p. 37) 


In their research on contemporary American culture, Bellah and his associates reach a similar conclusion:


Individualism lies at the very core of American culture.  We believe in the dignity, indeed the sacredness, of the individual.  Anything 
that would violate our right to think for ourselves, judge for 
ourselves, make our own decisions, live our lives as we see fit, is 
not only morally wrong, it is sacrilegious.  Our highest and noblest 
aspirations, not only for ourselves, but for those we care about, for 
our society and for the world, are closely linked to our individualism.  (Habits of the Heart, p. 124)


Individualism closes us in upon ourselves in self-sufficient complacency.  It is lived out in not needing anyone, in being able to make it on our own, in the contemporary search for self-fulfillment and self-realization, in the cults of the “I can” and of “me-ism.”  Within our contemporary society, we see its extreme individual over the common good.  We are embedded in tunnel vision, seeing no one or no thing besides the realization of our personal agenda.  While our country is founded on individual rights, these need to be placed within the proper perspective of the rights and needs of society.  Failure to do so results in functionalism:  all that matters is what we need and want; what we like and dislike.  While insisting that others observe rules and respect laws, we bend them to suit our needs.  

According to Dick Westley,


Too much of it [individualism] leads to a certain convenient forgetfulness of one’s ancestors, of one’s contemporaries, and of the communal enterprise in which we are all involved.  When this happens, each one is shut up in selfish, prideful isolation, which 
destroys the very bonds that hold the republic together.  (A Theology 
of Presence, p. 77)


The mobility of our society is one expression of individualism and of the weakening of the bonds that hold us together.  What matters to us as functionally-oriented individuals is making it to the top.  Individuals are often promoted by being transferred from one part of the country to another, often with little regard for the broader context of family.  At times such individuals are seduced into accepting the transfer by the promise that they will receive a bonus and that the company will pay for their moving experiences.  The person steeped in individualism sees this from his/her tunnel vision perspective, as an opportunity to get ahead.  Tunnel vision fails to take into account the emotional impact upon him/her self and upon his/her family of being uprooted and of starting again.  Perhaps frequent transfers have made him/her numb to the full impact of such a transition.  (See Formation Consultation Services, Inc. paper “Transition:  Being in-Between”)


Such a situation is not uncommon.  Realtors observe that a general trend among Americans is to move on an average of every seven or eight years.  In face of such mobility, we may wonder about our sense of roots, not only with our ancestors, but with our friends and neighbors.  We may also wonder about our level of investment in the community in which we live.  Frequent moves do not allow us to become rooted and grounded where we are living.  Often we know neither our neighbors’ names nor the people who live in the next apartment.  We tend not to stay in any one place long enough to gain a felt sense of the spirit of the neighborhood, town, city or state.  As a result, we tend to live our individual lives more or less isolated from the broader context of our family heritage as well as of the particular issues and concerns of the locale in which we live.  We have little interest in contributing to the life of the community.  What matters most to us is living our individual life in our individualistic way, with no intrusion from anyone.  Religious and clerics may experience similar numbing and a tendency to become individualistic in face of frequent transfers.  Although being transferred is part of the religious and clerical way of life, it is no less emotionally taxing.


We see evidence of individualism within our Christian parishes and religious communities and societies.  As Christians, we are committed to become invested in the life of the Christian community in which we live, work and worship.  We are committed to genuinely care for one another.  However, as products of our culture, we carry within us the strain of individualism, which blinds us to the wider communal context.  To varying degrees, we tend to invest ourselves in this wider context only to the extent that it serves our individual needs and purposes.  We become encapsulated in our myopic world:  we bother no one and do not want to be bothered.  We live as isolated Lone Rangers focused on doing our thing independently of others.


To the extent that we are embedded in individualism, we have totalized our functional self.  We have repressed our vital needs for love, affection and support, for interacting and engaging with other people.  We are out of touch with our spiritual needs to move beyond our personal wants and desires, and to connect with others.  The bridge of our functional self then, is not solidly anchored in the ground of our vital and spirit dimensions.  Rather, it stands on the sands of repression and denial.  It risks collapsing under the weight of excessive individualism.

Personal worth


Most of us at one time or another have attended social functions, during which, after introducing ourselves to a stranger, we are asked, “What do you do for a living?”  This simple question is often a common manifestation of the functionalism that permeates our culture.  Claire McKeever writes:


The consummation of alienation is the total equating of a man with his occupation so that a person is no longer asked, Who are you?  But what do you do?  The importance of his functional self has all but obliterated man’s individual human self.  Ultimately, estrangement between human beings and remoteness in human contact has its origin in man’s alienation from his personal center.  (“Functionality and the Spirituality of the Participative Religious”, p. 143)


Our culture is rooted in the belief that if we work hard enough, we will get our share of the good things life has to offer.  However, the functionalistic air we breathe leads us to not only work hard, but to become identified with our work.  What matters is what we do, how much we do, the number of hours we spend on the job, the extent to which our work impresses significant others, the professional position we hold, the many responsibilities we have, the number of degrees we have after our name, the number of diplomas and certificates that hang on our office wall, the number of prominent individuals we know.  All of these become status symbols that shore up our poor self-image.  They give us personal worth and value.  We become identified with our work function or position.


 A women in her late twenties, for example, attained a Master’s Degree in social work in order to become a counselor.  She stated that she had always perceived counselors as having a certain prestige and importance.  This motivated her to pursue her degree.  At the time I spoke with her, she was considering moving out of the counseling profession.  She experienced being a counselor as difficult, frustrating and draining.  Yet, she felt that if she left this profession, she would be worthless as a person. Her entire value was bound up with being a counselor, regardless of whether or not this work was congenial to her.


Within our functionalistic system, certain positions have more status than others.  In the eyes of this young woman, being a counselor was prestigious.  Her perception was, “People respect and look up to counselors.”  We see a similar attitude in parents who indiscriminately encourage their children to go to college rather than to engage in other post-high school training that may be more congenial to their particular talents.  Often they do so without taking into account their children’s abilities.  They believe that college-oriented professions have more credibility and prestige in our culture than do technical careers such as being a secretary, electrician or plumber.


Our culture encourages us to push ourselves to the top within our profession.  Form many years, I worked in a system in which beginning teachers were assigned to teach the primary grades.  As we succeeded on this level and gained more experience, we were assigned to teach a higher grade level.  Higher grade teachers had more importance and power within the system.  I enjoyed teaching fifth grade and felt comfortable with students at that level.  When I was asked to move to a higher level, I refused.  Others in the system could not understand my decision precisely because a certain status was attached to “moving up”. 


How often we push ourselves beyond our abilities, thus disregarding what is most congenial to us for the sake of more power, prestige, or visibility.  From a funcitonalistic perspective, whatever position we have becomes a stepping stone to something more.  The more powerful our position, the better we feel about ourselves.  Thus, our center of gravity shifts from the core of our being to outside ourselves in our professional position.


Within our functionalistic culture work is considered almost exclusively as a job or career that gives us personal meaning and value.  Developing Bellah’s thought, Dick Westley describes another alternative, which moves work beyond mere functionalism:


It occurs when one no longer sees what one does merely as a way to make a living, nor even as a path to personal fulfillment in terms of career goals, but as one’s way of making a contribution to the 
common life of the community, as one’s CALLING.  It is precisely as 
“calling” that work has the capacity to link one to a whole in which what one does transcends both utilitarian and expressive self-interest and is a contribution to the good of all. (A Theology of 
Presence, p. 81)


Such a perception of work invites us to move beyond the functionalism of our culture.  It invites us to let go of identifying our worth with our work, and to discover our personal worth within the recesses of our being.  Thus grounded, whatever work we do becomes a congenial expression of our deepest self, regardless of whatever prestige may or may not be attached to it.  The bridge of our functional self is then anchored in our center rather than in the functionalistic strain of identifying our worth with what we do.

 Technology


Since the Industrial Revolution of the 1800’s, technology has advanced at an even increasing pace.  Over the years, the intended purpose of any form of technology has been to make certain aspects of everyday life more efficient and effective.  Indeed, technology is described as “a scientific method of achieving a practical purpose.”  Many technological advances, such as the automobile, the television, the washer and dryer, the computer have become such an integral part of our everyday life that we have come to take them for granted.  The same is true in regard to space and technology.  When the first space ship was launched, most of us were glued to our television sets for the lift off, and landing and for every bit of news we could get throughout the  mission.  Today such launchings have become so ordinary that we hardly blink an eye when one is announced.  Indeed technology has, and continues to make life easier and more efficient.  Technology has stretched the powers of the human mind beyond our wildest imaginings.


The cultural emphasis on technology throughout the past one hundred years has created within us a “technological consciousness.”  That is, we have become keenly aware of and attuned to the world of technology as it relates to our practical here-and-now, technology holds a special appeal:  it promises to make life more comfortable.  As a result, we have become oriented toward whatever is useful, and whatever can accomplish the task at hand in the most efficient and effective way possible.  We become fastened to whatever technology can get the job done.


We have become absorbed in the world of technological gadgets.  Advertisers lead us to believe that we cannot do without this more efficient computer, this latest model car, this computerized refrigerator, this microwave oven, or this more sensitive compact disc player.  Technological consciousness promotes the greater, the better, the bigger, the faster, the more impressive, the more effective, the more powerful.  We are attracted to and fascinated by technology.  Oftentimes, we are puzzled by it.  For example, when I got my computer, I found myself becoming quite involved with it simply to learn how to operate it.  It absorbed my attention and became a source of frustration.  I did not understand the language in the manual.  I found myself relying on verbal explanations and visual demonstrations as the primary way of mastering it.  As I became increasingly comfortable with the computer, I experienced the confidence of being in charge and in control of it.


Technological consciousness promotes control, conquest, mastery and power, all in service of greater efficiency.  We are proud of ourselves when we have mastered the computer, or when we understand some of the technology behind the space shuttle.  We draw attention to ourselves by showing off our latest technological possession, be it a new compact disc player, a computerized television set or the computerized dash board of our new automobile.  We feel even better about ourselves when we can demonstrate to others how these work.  Then we feel we have conquered some small corner of the world of technology.


Contemporary researchers observing the impact of technology upon our culture believe that it is motivated by mastery, conquest and power.  Mastering the forces of nature through technology is a way of denying and covering up our basic human insecurity:  the greater our sphere of control, the more secure we feel.  However, this kind of security is false and deceptive, for it is not grounded within ourselves.  Rather, it is rooted in mastering what is outside us.  As humans, we tend to believe that we can master everything, including the eternal, the infinite and the universe.  Thus, through our contemporary technological consciousness, we repeat the sin of the first humans:  we come to believe that we can be like God.


Some observers believe that technology is motivated by the human desire to do away with death.  Indeed this becomes evident as we reflect upon medical technology.  Through such technology has saved many lives and improved the quality of many others, it also prolongs life through such extraordinary means as respirators and feeding tubes, at times beyond what may seem reasonable in light of a particular individual’s situation.  We come to believe that death can be overcome in such ways as conquest, mastery, control, denial, avoidance, evasion, repression, and suppression.  We live with the illusion that if we push death aside, it might go away.  To the extent that we live from the immediacy of technological consciousness, we do not have to face our human finitude.  We unconsciously believe that death does not exist as long as we are fastened to and mesmerized by the technological efficiency of the here-and-now.


The world of technology pulls us out of ourselves.  We become fascinated with its extraordinary powers.  Our mind becomes absorbed with trying to understand and master.  We develop the efficient attitude promoted by technology.  A colleague voiced this concern as he mastered his computer and marvelled over its efficiency:  “I fear that as I make increasing use of my computer and become accustomed to its speed and efficiency, I will expect the same from myself and from other people.  I fear losing my respect for the rhythm and pace of working with other people.”  His concern was legitimate.  For our technological consciousness disrupts our organic rhythm.  It immerses us in the fast lane.  We come to expect that our human unfolding will occur as effectively and efficiency as completing a project on our computer.  We come to believe that we can relate to others as we relate to our computer:  by mastering and being in control.  We lose the lived sense of the slow pace of being-in-process.  We live with the belief that we can program the direction of our life as we can program our computer.  We believe that we can control our unfolding in the same willful way that we control our computerized possessions.


As a result of being immersed in a technological culture, what is unreal and unnatural tends to become real and natural.  For example, each day, we listen to the local meteorologist as s/he explains weather patterns from his/her computerized charts and graphics.  We have become familiar with the language of low and high pressure systems, storm systems, the Jet Stream, the Gulf Stream.  We learn about the effects of distant storms upon our immediate vicinity.  We are warned about hurricanes, tornadoes, blizzards, floods, heat waves and cold spells.  We have come to rely on the expertise of the meteorologist to the point that we are sometimes frustrated “when the weather report was wrong.” Weather reports have become the real and natural for us.  While all of this information is important, necessary and vital, it addresses only our intellect and our functional self.  We pay the price of becoming alienated from our experience which we come to believe is unnatural, unreal and not to be trusted.


When I was a child, I remember my grandmother going out on the porch and standing there quietly for a few minutes.  She looked at the sky, and felt the air as it embraced her body.  She listened to the wind and noted its direction.  During the summer, she looked carefully at how the leaves on the trees were curled or turned.  She would sometimes go to the garden, pick a handful of soil and feel its dampness or dryness.  Then she would come into the house and describe what the weather might be like throughout the day.  She did not know about weather patterns, but she knew the weather through the experience of her senses:  what she saw, felt, smelled and touched.


While immersing us in the unreal and the unnatural of computerized hypotheses, technological consciousness alienates us from the real of our organic rhythm and the natural of our sense experience.  We are led to rely on “the experts” rather than upon what we perceive through our senses and experience in our heart.


Technological consciousness is superficial.  It deals with the visible, the touchable and the understandable here-and-now.  It is oriented toward mastery and control.  It appeals to our functional self at the expense of our body and spirit.  To varying degrees, our functional self becomes the computer that programs our body to fit into the technological mode.  We cannot take the time to feel.  We eat dehydrated foods filled with preservatives; we frequent fast food restaurants; we eat frozen dinners.  We push our body beyond its limits, taking “uppers” if need be.  We submit our body to the demands of our computerized functional life regardless of what and how we feel.


The same is true of our spirit.  Our computerized functional approach to life respects neither the depths of our spirit nor the rhythm of its unfolding.  Since inspirations cannot be seen or programmed, our functional self dismisses these.  Our spiritual life becomes computerized:  it is programmed to fulfill certain obligations, to put aside a certain amount of time for reflection and prayer.  However, these too are programmed.  Rather than remaining open to the inspirations of our spirit or to being touched by nature, we fill this time with our many thoughts and preoccupations.  As a result, we fail to come home to ourselves.  Rather than experiencing a genuine sense of inner well-being and harmony, we experience our own drivenness and inner agitation.  Our spirit remains undernourished.  We lose our natural openness to experiences of wonder, awe and mystery.


Technological consciousness fosters within us a general dissatisfaction with the ordinary.  In fact, technological consciousness tends to foster within us a blindness to the ordinary.  We seek out the extra-ordinary, the spectacular, the unusual.  We await the latest marvel to emerge from the technological community.  We are attracted by Superman, Batman, super stars and sports heroes.  They represent the incarnation of the extraordinary and the spectacular.  We would like to live our lives on the level of the “oohs” and “ahs” of the crowds at Fourth of July fireworks displays.  A functionalistic effect of technology is our increasing fascination as a culture with the spectacular.


As a result of technology, we have also become a “linear” culture.  That is, we move on from one thing to another, from one technological marvel to the next.  We move from the plan to its realization, rarely taking the time to look back and to learn from the road we have traveled.  As a nation, we have witnessed this in the space program.  We became excessively self-confident in our ability to launch shuttles.  One launch followed the next in a rather linear fashion.  Then came the Challenger disaster, which forced us as a nation to take stock of our space program, to examine the quality of the equipment, to question whether we were consistently sacrificing safety for the sake of meeting a grueling schedule.  As a nation, we tend to move unreflectively along  our linear course.  The same is true of our individual lives: we trudge ahead rarely taking the time to stop, look at and listen to the quality of our lives, rarely giving ourselves the necessary space to learn from our experience.


Technological consciousness has also affected our sense of time.  We accommodate ourselves to the demands of our technological society in which time is measured, economically evaluated and accelerated in view of efficiency and immediate results.  We become prisoners of schedules, charts, programs and techniques.  As a result, we lose touch with our stream of consciousness, with our inner time.  We become numb to the organic rhythm of our body.


Technology has indeed made our life easier and more efficient.  As a result, we are perhaps more effective in meeting our everyday obligations.  However, technology is helpful to us only to the extent that it remains in proper balance, directed by our sense of inner balance and harmony, and in dialogue with our body, our spirit and our concrete life situation.  Otherwise, it can tend to take over our lives.  Then we are no longer in healthy control of technology.  Rather, it controls us.

The Hunger for More


Our capitalist system is built on the values of hard work and profit.  The incentive for profit is fundamental to the functioning of our free market society.  Capitalism operates on two basic principles: maximizing income and minimizing expenditures.  Hard core capitalists grasp for wealth.  To the observer, they appear to be greedy and selfish, excessively ambitious and competitive.


As a result of the capitalist mentality which permeates our culture, we as a nation, specialize in excessive accumulation.  We stockpile arms.  Our grain bins are overflowing.  Automobile manufacturers have huge inventories.  Our supermarket shelves overflow with abundance.  Businesses are always in search of ways to make more money.


As individuals, we buy in to the American dream of “I have a right to more.”  Advertising and programming seduce us into desiring more, wanting more, needing more, expecting more, demanding more.  What we have or how much we have never seems to be enough.  It never satisfies our insatiable craving for more.


We live with the belief that “more is better.”  More cars, more money, more possessions, a bigger house, a higher position, more courses, more excitement.  This mentality permeates our approach to the life of our spirit as well.  We live with the belief that we need to read more books, listen to more tapes, attend more workshops and seminars, make more retreats, do more, work harder.  If we do all of these things, we will be a better person--we will be “more.”


Our functionalistic hunger and search for more, as well as our accumulation of more insulate us from experiencing our human poverty and vulnerability.  By directing our energies toward satisfying our hunger for more, we do not have to let down into the ordinariness of who we are and of what our life is.  We deny our deeper spiritual reality and choose to live our life on the functional level.

Conclusion


Throughout this section, we have sketched out various functionalistic strains in our American culture.  Each of these strains--individualism, our understanding of personal worth, technology and the hunger for more--are in and of themselves natural and healthy.  Our nation has been built upon the functional ambition and drive resulting from these strains. However, we have attempted to point out throughout this section, that our culture has become excessively functional.  It is living through its adolescent stage of testing out its functional abilities.  As a result, we as a nation are generally unable to hear and tend to the legitimate needs of our vital and spirit dimensions.  We have totalized the functional at the expense of the other dimensions of our self.  Hence, the increase in heart attacks, cancer, ulcers, alcoholism, addictions, sexual dysfunctions, violence, depression, despair.  We cannot totalize one dimension of our selves without paying a price.


As products of our culture these functioanlistic strains remain alive and well within each of us.  For our culture is like the air we breathe and the atmosphere in which we live our lives.  It is so all-pervasive that we remain, for the most part, unaware of its subtle impact upon our lives.

Commonly Lived Expressions of Functionalism


Our functionalistic culture represents the ground in which we grow and develop.  As children we absorb indiscriminately the functional attitudes and dispositions fostered by our culture as these are lived out within our family.  They become our “second skin” so to speak.  We are so close to them that we are unaware of their influence upon us.  Immersed in functionalism, we are unable to distance ourselves sufficiently to take a reflective look at its impact upon our lives.  Moreover, our culture tends to discourage developing a reflective disposition.  As a result, we tend to develop a functionalistic approach to life.  Among the common way in which this approach is lived out are calculative thinking, idealism, willfulness, and power.  In an attempt to uncover the effects of functionalism in our personal lives, let us dwell briefly with some of its manifestations.

Calculative Thinking


We generally associate the word calculate with mathematical functions which must be precise, exact and accurate.  We perform mathematical functions in order to obtain a solution to a problem and to come up with the correct answer.  Through our years of schooling in mathematics, we know that not just any answer to a problem will do.  We perhaps have many memories of struggling with a problem for what seemed like an endless period of time only to come up with the wrong answer.  


In order to solve a mathematical problem we isolate it from the rest of reality so that we can concentrate on it.  For the time we are involved with it, nothing else seems to matter.  Our attention is focused and fixed.  We are determined to solve the problem as we analyze, figure out, and compute.  Getting the correct answer is all that matters to us.  Our body may feel tight, tense and anxious.  We may feel excited as we near a solution, or frustrated as we seem to be going around the same circles over and over and getting no where.


Calculative thinking refers to a way of thinking that is similar to that involved in solving a mathematical problem or a scientific investigation.  In fact, calculative thinking emerged as a by-product of the Industrial Revolution, scientific thought and technology.  The exactness, precision and accuracy required in these areas gradually began to seep into our approach to everyday life.  As a culture, our perception of life slowly shifted from in-touchness with the mystery dimensions of human existence to a problem-solving approach grounded in the scientific belief that everything in life and about life can be explained and resolved through intellectual inquiry.


Indeed such an approach is important and necessary in regard to many practical aspects of our everyday life.  For example, we engage in calculative thinking when we set up our schedule for the day or the week, when we plan and organize a meeting, when we plan menus for the week, when we must have the furnace repaired, when we plan our garden, when we fix a flat tire, when we buy a new car, when we carry out our work obligations, when we plan a social event.  In these and many other practical aspects of everyday life, we need to be precise, exact and accurate in order to function efficiently and effectively.


However, our functionalistic culture specializes in calculative thinking as the primary way of approaching life and life situations.  While this problem solving approach is appropriate in many situations, it represents a limited and narrow perception of life and living.  When we engage in calculative thinking, we find ourselves approaching life as we would approach a mathematical problem.  For example, we may have had a disagreement with a friend.  We are upset.  We feel hurt.  Rather than trusting that things will work out as they have in the past, we engage in calculative thinking.  We isolate the disagreement from the total context in which it occurred.  We replay the tape of the conversation over and over in our mind.  Our attention is directed toward figuring out what happened, who said what, who was right and who was wrong.  We begin to second guess our friend, as memories of past disagreements come to mind:  “Perhaps she doesn’t really care about me.  I’m just a convenience when no one else is around.  Now I understand why she did and said this three weeks ago...”  And we spin the web of isolated calculative thinking, going over the same incidents again and again.  What began as a simple disagreement takes on larger-than-life proportions.  We judge.  We analyze.  We blame.  We draw one-sided conclusions.  Eventually, we may build a case against our friend in our mind.


When we engage in calculative thinking, we lose sight of the deeper dimensions of reality.  For example, we lose sight of the bonds we share with our friend.  We are out of touch with our past history of having been able to work through and grow through our disagreements.  We do not consider the fact that I , she, or both of us may have unintentionally brought to our conversation baggage from the day, or that we may have been tired or stressed by other concerns.  None of this seems to matter as we try to figure out and resolve the problem of our disagreement.


When we calculate and analyze in this manner, we become preoccupied with ourselves, with our hurt and anger or with whatever else we may be experiencing.  We lose our perspective.  Our vision is narrowed to the here and now of compulsively having to make sense of the situation--our way.  We become alienated from our deeper selves, from our friend and from the total context in which we find ourselves.  We feel vigilant and anxious.  We carry our calculative conclusions with us the next time we meet our friend.  Rather than bring our hurt out into the open so that we can dialogue about it, we are watchful of her every word and action.  We make a mental note of whatever she says or does that will support our one-sided calculative conclusions.  We no longer see her as the unique person she is.  Rather, she becomes somewhat of a thing for us--a thing we put under the microscope to analyze and attempt to figure out.


Immersed in a functional culture, we are all affected by this calculative mode of thinking and of perceiving reality.  It may become our natural way of thinking.  We may become aware of our calculative attitude by being attentive to those times when we are excessively preoccupied by a person, event or situation.  We may also attempt to become aware of the many times we find ourselves asking “Why?” with the compulsive need to know, to figure out, to find a suitable answer, particularly as we live through the death of a significant other, or face a crisis, or deal with unexpected failure or loss.


Many of life’s events have no answers.  Many of them are shrouded in mystery.  Our repeated “Why?” points to our functional need to control, to understand, to remain in charge.  In face of an unanswerable why, we may find ourselves experiencing the discomfort of our helplessness, powerlessness and vulnerability.  Trying to know and to figure out why restores our sense of control and eases our discomfort.  However, it also fosters within us the creation of an isolated world of one-sided conclusions and answers.  Thus our life becomes narrowed and limited to the size of our calculative world.


While calculative thinking has its proper place in regard to the practical problematic aspects of everyday life, it remains limited in regard to the deeper dimensions of life and living.  No amount of calculative thinking can adequately explain the mystery that is our life.  In the face of mystery, we are invited to let down into the depths of our being, that inner place that lies beyond figuring out and calculating.  There we can let ourselves be aware of the questions without the compulsive need to have an answer.  There we come in touch with and can allow ourselves to simply be with the unexplainable and unanswerable realities of our life.

Idealism


We associate the word ideal with a mental image, a way of living, a certain standard toward which we strive.  We create ideals from the messages we receive throughout our lives, beginning in childhood.  For example, we may have been repeatedly told that good boys and good girls do not get angry, obey their parents, do not answer back, are helpful, do not fight.  Since it was important for us as children to be perceived by mother and father as “good,” we took in these messages in our own small-child way.  In our mind, we began to create a picture of the good boy or the good girl--of who we thought we should be in order to be acceptable to mother and father, to receive their attention and affirmation.  Over time, as we took in other messages repeated to us at school, at church, throughout our formation into religious and/or clerical life, and during our professional training, we may have added to, subtracted from, and adjusted the internalized image of who we should be in order to be acceptable.  Eventually, this image became more or less fixed.  It became our ideal--the goal toward which we directed our energy, the measuring rod with which we evaluated our behavior.


Perhaps this ideal remains operative in our lives to this day.  We may find ourselves straining and striving to achieve it.  We may walk through life as though standing on tip-toes with our arms raised reaching for the star of our ideal of the perfect man or woman, the perfect Christian, the perfect religious or priest, the perfect minister.  While we can walk around in this position for a while, it soon becomes uncomfortable and eventually painful.  We may push ourselves to fit into the mold we have created, only to discover that we cannot fit in as perfectly as we would like to.  We bump in to our weaknesses, our limitations, our human brokenness.  We become frustrated, disappointed and perhaps angry with ourselves, for such weaknesses do not exist in the world for our idealized image.  We may come to believe that we are not trying hard enough, that we must try harder.  We feel inwardly pushed and driven by our many should, oughts, have tos, musts:  we must be available to people.  We must remain calm, cool and collected even in the midst of crisis.  We must always be patient and understanding.  We must work tirelessly.  We must be the perfect leader.  We should not let down into what we feel.  We should not be angry.  We can never make a mistake.  We should not assert our needs.  We cannot let anyone see our weaknesses; therefore, we must live on guard.  We must always be strong.  We should live the Gospel perfectly.


We feel hemmed in by the unrealistic demands of such ideals.  Our body feels tight and tense.  We become anxious and vigilant, holding ourselves together for fear that someone may catch us off guard, and see how weak we really are.  We feel drained of life energy.  Karen Horney describes the general qualities with which we endow our ideal:


Gradually and unconsciously, the imagination sets to work and 
creates in his mind an idealized image of himself.  In this process he 
endows himself with unlimited powers and with exalted faculties; 
he becomes a hero, a genius, a supreme lover, a saint, a god. (Neurosis and Human Growth, p. 22)

The images described by Horney are spectacular and extraordinary.  They separate us from the ordinariness of the human condition.  They set us apart.  They make us special, unlike other people.  Our idealized self is somewhat like the Pharisee in the Gospel parable.  The Pharisee set himself apart from other people.  He saw himself as being better than others.  He believed that he was special:  “I give you thanks, O God, that I am not like the rest of men--grasping, crooked, adulterous--or even like tax collector.  I fast twice a week.  I pay tithes on all I possess.”  (Lk.  18:11-12)  He perceived himself to be the ideal religious man.


Our culture’s fascination with the spectacular disposes us to seek out what is extraordinary.  Within a functionalistic culture that rewards super stars and super human achievement, we may come to belive that there is something wrong with being ordinary, with not being a super star, with having no spectacular abilities, with living our ordinary life in an ordinary way.  We come to believe that in order to make it, or to gain any kind of recognition, we must be spectacular in one way or another.  Thus our functionalistic culture perpetuates the myth of the idealized self.


Our idealized self can be likened to a statue.  Statues are usually beautifully shaped and formed.  They are graceful.  Generally, they make us stop and take notice.  They are fixed in one position.  They cannot move or speak.  Nor can they become engaged in everyday life.  While we may admire a statue, we cannot become the statue.


Like the statue, our idealized self has no flesh and bones.  It is lifeless.  It is a creation of our mind, just as a statue is the creation of an artist’s conception.  It is fixed, rigid and inflexible.  It never changes; it remains the same.  It is cold and hard, making incessant unrealistic demands upon us.  It is the tyrannical taskmaster that pushes and drives us.  It is out of touch with the reality of out human condition.  It does not take into account our particular talents and abilities, our limitations and weaknesses.  It does not engage in dialogue with the persons, situations, events, circumstances and things of our everyday life.  It is changeless, and disregards our changing life circumstances.


Our idealized self leads us to believe that we must be perfect. Indeed, as implied by the above quote, perfectionism is a common manifestation of idealism.  We belive that we must be perfect in all that we are and in all that we do.  We expect others to be perfect--according too our perfectionistic standards.  We become frustrated when reality is less than perfect or when something we have planned does not come off as perfectly as we had hoped.


We tend to interpret the Gospel message as well as our Congregation or Society Documents from our perfectionistic stance, adding more shoulds and oughts to our already burdened shoulders.  For example, we may read Jesus’ words, “You must be made perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect.” (Mt. 5:48)  We interpret these words as telling us that we have to be perfect, that is, without fault.  We strain and strive with more energy and intensity toward the realization of our ideal, whatever the cost.


In so doing, we fail to hear and take in the heart of Jesus’ message:  “You must be made perfect...” The words “be made” imply a process.  That is, they remind us that we can never be totally perfect, that we live our entire lives in process of becoming who we are most deeply called to be.  Furthermore, these words also imply that we do not make ourselves holy.  That is, we are not to create our own image of perfection and strive to realize the image we have created. Rather, we are to surrender to God’s presence and movement in our lives in and through our concrete life circumstances. Thus, we are molded and shaped like clay in the hands of God the potter--we allow ourselves to be transformed by the God who has given us life.  (See Formation Consultation Services, Inc. paper, “Conversion of Heart”)


We are created in God’s image, not our own.  God’s image in us is implanted in our heart.  It is revealed to us throughout our life time, as we come in touch with the depths of our being, as we attempt to live from our heart.  On the other hand, our idealized self is our creation, not God’s.  It is static and fixed in our mind, rather than grounded in our heart.  Being made perfect, than, has nothing to do with our perfectionistic idealized self.  Rather, God challenges us to let go of our idealized idols of perfection.  God invites us to let down into the limited self that we are, to embrace our real self, and to become over our lifetime, not who we want to be, but rather who God has called us to be.


Our perfectionistic self cannot deal with the reality of our human brokenness and limitation.  It cannot deal with the changing circumstances of our everyday life.  We may find ourselves chastising ourselves for any imperfection.  Someone recently shared his style of beginning any project by setting a time goal for its completion:  “This project should be completed in so many hours.”  He described feeling driven and pushed as he works on his projects, and being frustrated and disappointed in himself whenever the project is not completed in the time he has allotted.  he stated that the more he feels inwardly pushed and driven, the more the project takes on the proportions of a monster to be conquered.  In describing his perfectionistic style, he became aware that when this happens he cannot enjoy what he is doing.  He is simply driven by his perfectionistic tyrant.


Most of us perhaps recognize some of our own perfectionistic tendencies in these pages.  The world of our idealized perfect self represents a totalization of our functional life.  For to the degree that we are possessed by a perfectionistic tyrant, we are cut off from the legitimate needs, possibilities and limitations of our body.  We fail to respect our needs for rest, relaxation and leisure.  Perhaps our body itself is subjected to our perfectionistic standards--we should not be tired or sick.  We should not need rest.  We can do without regular nourishment.  We can push our body beyond its limits.  We can work twelve hours a day.  Eventually, our body rebels under the strain of being consistently pushed beyond its limits:


The end result of ego striving is depression or death.  The postponement of body pleasure drains a person’s good feelings and saps his energies.  Sooner of later the effort collapses and the ego,  like a balloon that has risen too high, falls, plunging the individual into a depression.  If this happens, the person’s life is spared for the depression stops the senseless striving and allows the body to recuperate.  In some people, however, the ego holds on to the bitter end.  The collapse that occurs in this situation is physical rather than psychological. How often we hear of people who seemingly at the summit of their achievement die of a heart attack, cancer, or some similar cause.  ...There is a limit to the body’s tolerance of stress, and when this limit is passed, illness develops.  (Alexander Lowen, Pleasure, p. 116)


Our spirit as well suffers under the rule of our totalized functional self.  We live in the fast lane, surrounded by constant demands, noise, busy-ness, movement.  We rarely slow down to connect with our deepest self.  We rarely allow ourselves the leisure time and space to connect with our heart, to nourish our spirit through reflective reading, through enjoying nature, listening to music, having a personal conversation with a significant other.  We drown out the voice of our spirit inviting us to a more congenial style.  We are deaf to the appeals of our heart beckoning us to let down into who we really are.  We choose to nourish the statue we have created.  As a result, the life of our spirit remains impoverished and undernourished.  For rather than allowing our spirit to unfold in its uniqueness, our functionalistic idealized self creates a functionalistic spirituality in which our priority becomes the doing of many things for God--sacrifice, self-discipline, prayer, ministry.  We measure our “progress” by how much we do.  However our doing, like that of the Pharisee, can be motivated by our need to be special, to set ourselves apart from the ordinary.  What we do is imposed from without by our self-created perfectionistic ideal rather than emerging from our heart.  Living an authentic life of the spirit demands such structures as slowing down, self-discipline, prayer and solitude.  However, when we are attuned to our heart, what we do to nourish the life of our spirit emerges as a natural expression of who we are rather than being imposed arbitrarily by our idealized self.


Ideals are important for all of us.  They provide us with structure in our life.  They direct our energy.  However, they are life-giving only to the extent that they are created by our functional self in dialogue with the concrete reality of our vital and spirit dimensions.  While our functional self specializes in the fantastic and the spectacular, our vital and spirit dimensions foster remaining grounded in the ordinariness of our unique possibilities and limitations.  They temper our functional tendency toward the extraordinary.  As we engage in ongoing dialogue with our vital and spirit dimensions, our functional self modifies and adapts our ideals in light of our ongoing unfolding and in harmony with our changing life circumstances.  Thus our ideals remain flexible, while at the same time providing us with the necessary direction and structure for our lives.

Willfulness


Willfulness is prominent within our culture.  As a nation, we have come to believe that we can do anything we want to do if we try hard enough.  Indeed our ancestors came to America believing that anything was possible.  They claimed and cleared the land from coast to coast,  often by the sheer power of their willful determination.  Each day we live through and witness the miracles of technology--concrete manifestations of the determination of the human mind to conquer the forces of nature.


As Americans, we not only believe that we can subdue the forces of nature, we also believe that we can force other nations to do what we want them to do, particularly nations who are dependent upon our financial resources.  In recent years, however, this illusion has begun to crumble as we have seen governments of nations resist threats of having aid cut off, and risk doing what they felt they have needed to do.


On the everyday level of our own lives, we often hear expressions that betray a willful disposition.  For example, we may be told, or we may tell ourselves that whatever we are dealing with is simply a question of “mind over matter.”  Or “You can do it if you just put your mind to it.”  Or we convince ourselves with various forms of “I’ll make myself do it.”  At times, people describe grieving the loss of a loved one or dealing with a crisis situation by willfully pushing their feelings aside and getting on with life.  Our common way of dealing with the tragedies in our life might be “to swallow hard and get on with things.”


Thus we cut ourselves off from our organic feelings and experience.  We choose to live from the neck up, so to speak, making up our mind about what we should do or how we should be, and simply doing it, with little or no regard for our feelings, for our heart, for our particular circumstances.  We force ourselves beyond our tolerance level.  We push ourselves beyond our limits.  We shut down our body and our spirit.  We walk through life as a functional self.  We are stubborn, headstrong, obstinate not only with ourselves but with others as well.  Such is the violence of willfulness.


Our willful self sees only what is in front of us. We see no further than our functional plans and projects.  We do not take into account what we or others might be feeling or experiencing.  We are convinced that our way of being, doing, perceiving is the right way.  There is no other.  And so, we go about imposing our way.  We become hardened and harsh, rigid and inflexible.


Indeed the idealized self described above is created, kept alive and maintained by or willful attitude toward ourselves.  Rather than respecting our organic rhythm, our unique possibilities and limitations, as well as our concrete life situation, we make up our mind about who we should be, and set out becoming that person.  We disregard our body signals, and yearnings of our spirit, and the demands of our life situation.  What matters is forcing, pushing and driving.


When we are willful, we use the power of our will to make things happen our way.  We cannot see or think beyond our limited self.  For example, we may drive our car in a willful manner, pushing our way through traffic, cutting off other drivers, disregarding speed limits.  We become impatient at red lights.  Attitudes of respect and consideration give way to the harshness of our willfulness.  We have one thing in mind:  getting where we are going as quickly as possible.  Our willful disposition blinds us to other practical considerations, such as our own safety and that of others.  Other cars on the road are perceived as obstacles:  they slow us down; they are in our way.  We may find ourselves engaged in such thoughts as “Don’t they know I’m in a hurry?  Why can’t they get out of my way?”  We may use a few choice words to describe “all those other people who are in my way.”  We drive as though we own the road.


The life of our spirit may be tainted by willfulness as well.  We decide to make ourselves holy in our own way.  We fulfill our religious obligations with an empty heart:  we make ourselves do what we need to do, simply going through the motions of liturgy, reception of the sacraments, prayer, and so on.  Our will dominates.  We are cut off from our heart and our spirit.  We fail to take into account the varied ways in which God is revealed to us in and through the ordinariness of our everyday life.  In fact, we tend to be so caught up in our own willfulness that we are blinded to the unfolding of mystery within and around us.  We live with the unconscious attitude that we will make ourselves holy in our way is God’s.  Living an authentic life of the spirit demands that we let go of our willful ways and enter into the mystery of God’s ways for us.


Willfulness is a functionalistic stance toward ourselves, others, life and God.  It pushes us to the excess of extremes, beyond what is reasonable and appropriate.  We live in disregard for our body and spirit, as well as for any other reality that does not fit in to our willful scheme.  We live as though with blinders, so focused upon our willful goals and objectives that little else matters to us.

Power


We commonly describe power as having control, authority or influence over others; as being able to act or to produce an effect; as having political control or influence; as physical might and/or mental or moral efficiency.  Power is associated with authority, control, force, might, strength.  One who is powerful has command over others, can sway others and dominate them.


Our nation is generally referred to as one of the most powerful nations in the world.  If we consider our nation in light of the above understanding of power, we are indeed powerful.  Yet, in recent years, we as a nation have touched our vulnerability and our powerless in significant ways, such as the hostage crisis in Iran, the Challenger disaster, the bombing of TWA Flight 103 over Scotland, and the drug epidemic.  Unfortunately these experiences generally have only a temporary impact on us as a nation.  We rarely take the time to listen to what they are saying about our vulnerability and powerlessness.  We quickly forget.  We lay these situations aside, and move on in our typical power-oriented linear fashion.


The image of power we project as a nation filters down to each one of us as American citizens.  We believe that we are not only powerful as a nation, but that we individually also have power.  However, within our functionally oriented culture, power is generally understood from a functionalistic perspective similar to that described above.  As individuals, we seek to assert our power in a variety of ways.  If we believe that holding political office will give us power, we may run for office.


If we see power in being popular, we may develop a life style that will make us popular.


If living a certain way of life or having certain titles is a means to power, we may enter the military, or become a professional with degrees after our name, enter religious or clerical life, or marry into a prominent family.


If we believe that knowledge will bring us power, we may become a perpetual student, taking more and more courses, and attending more and more workshops and seminars, not for personal enrichment, but rather to develop the reputation of having a rich stock of knowledge.


If possessions seem to be a means to power, we may accumulate as much as we can.


If we perceive that being the one in change will make us powerful, we may push our way to the top of our local parish, of our religious community or society, of our corporation.  We may make it to foreman of the shift or to the top business executive.


If money promises to make us powerful, we may amass it in any way possible.


If our sex seems to be a means of power, we may become the macho man, the extreme feminist, or the seductive, female.


Since most of these are regarded as means of power in our culture, they hold a special appeal to us.  We come to believe that if we can only be popular enough, have enough money, know the right people, live the right lifestyle, we will be powerful.  It matters little who we are; what matters is who we know, how much we have, how much we can produce and how powerful we can be.


We come to believe that the source of any power we have lies primarily outside ourselves, that it is not something we have but something we earn oftentimes through the willful attitude described in the preceding section.  Thus, our power is built on the sands of the functionalistic values of our culture.


Within this cultural perspective, we believe that power makes us better than others, that it places us above others and makes us superior.  We use our power to control,  manipulate and dominate others.  We believe that if we are powerful enough, we can get whatever we want from anyone.


Our quest for power and dominance begins early in life.  One of my brothers has a five year old son and a two year old daughter.  My sister-in-law describes that when they get up in the morning they are happy to see one another.  However, by the time they get to the breakfast table, things have changed.  They begin arguing:  one of them says “No” and the other says “Yes.”  She claims that they do not know what they are arguing about, but what seems important as she listens to them is that they oppose one another.  My brother describes it as “each of them claiming their turf.”


As children, claiming our turf may have been as simple as opposing our brother or sister, or claiming that this space or these toys are “Mine.”  Becoming autonomous and separate, claiming our identity and our space is an important phase in our development.  However, many of us carry this disposition into adulthood, seeking to dominate and control other people, to manipulate and master every situation.  We place our source of power in being better, more successful, stronger, more competent, more articulate, more organized than some significant other.  Our center of gravity shifts from within ourselves to outside, in whatever value grabs us as a means to power.


Power creates a sense of individuality but only in terms of other people.  The “magnetic” personality but only in terms of other people.  The “magnetic” personality or, as I shall call him hereafter, the power individual, falls flat when he is alone, since the force cannot be experienced except by its power to attract.  It turns to hostility when the response is negative, for a negative response is a denial of the “individuality” of this person.  These individuals must be part of a crowd, where they stand out by their dominance.  Yet there are not true individuals, for apart from their role--to dominate--they have no real identity.


Power creates a sense of individuality but only in terms of other people.  The “magnetic” personality or, as I shall call him hereafter, the power individual, falls flat when he is alone, since the force cannot be experienced except by its power to attract.  It turns to hostility when the response is negative, for a negative response is a denial of the “individuality” of this person.  These individuals must be part of a crowd, where they stand out by their dominance.  Yet they are not true individuals, for apart from their role--to dominate--they have no real identity.


The distinguishing characteristics of the power individual is egotism. He projects the image of a superior person, a sort of superman, and every action is designed to enhance this image.  He must be a success, for failure is unthinkable; it is too human and therefore an expression of weakness.  (Alexander Lowen, Pleasure, p. 91)


The functional power characteristic of our culture needs others, be they individuals, groups or nations, in order to assert itself as superior.  Is this not what we experience in our everyday interactions?  The strong are powerful only in relationship to the weak.  The rich are powerful only in relationship to the poor.  Those in charge are powerful only because there are subordinates.  Society and Congregational leaders are powerful only because they are followers.  From whom or what do we derive our power?  Where is our power grounded?


Such an approach to power represents a totalization of our functional dimension.  For in seeking power outside ourselves, we fail to recognize and be grounded in our innate power as individuals.  Lowen writes that “The need for power is a reflection of man’s insecurity and a sign of the inadequacy of his ego.”  (Pleasure, p. 107)  He is implying that the bridge of our functional self is not firmly grounded in our vital and spirit dimensions.  Rather, it hangs suspended in mid-air, believing it can do so on its own power.  Thus we set ourselves up for collapse.


When we are in touch with our body and our spirit, we experience not the power that we have, but rather the power that we are as individuals.  Our functional power emerges as an expression of the power of our being.  It is no longer blindly harsh, domineering or controlling. Rather its hardness is tempered by the respect and reverence of our spirit.  We see an example of the power-of-being in such individuals as John XXIII, Mother Teresa, Lech Walesa, and other less prominent persons that we admire not because of the power they have but rather because of the power that emerges from their living in fidelity to their truth.  Their power-of-being is grounded in and radiates from their heart.  They have no need to control or dominate others.  They do not need others to give them a sense of power.  they live from the power of their being.


Each of us is invited to take up a similar challenge, even in the midst of the functional culture in which we live.  We have the power to shift our center of gravity from outside ourselves to the center of our being.  We have the power to assume responsibility for our lives, to make life-giving and live-fostering choices, to give direction to our lives in harmony with who we know ourselves to be.  Whenever we allow ourselves to become caught up in the functionalistic sense of power as it is lived out within our culture, we abdicate the power that we are.  Our functional self becomes totalized.  We lose our sense of direction.  


Living consciously is a way of maintaining our innate power in the midst of our funcitonalistic culture:


The more consciously we live, the better we can see whatever 
reality confronts us and thereby identify our varied choices.  Having 
choice confers a measure of power.  The more choice we have, the 
more power we feel in that situation.  Living consciously fosters 
choice and choice fosters power.  (Gershen Kaufman with Lev 
Raphael, Dynamics of Power, p. 22)


(For a description of developing a reflective approach to everyday life, see Formation Consultation Services, Inc. paper “Reflective Living”)

Conclusion


Throughout this section, we have considered some of the common ways in which our functional culture has affected our everyday life. Calculative thinking, idealism, willfulness, and power represent common totalizations of our functional life.  At the heart of each of these is the need to control our life, our world, our reality.  In and by itself, our functional self seeks the security of control.  While some measure of control is important and necessary in order to be effective and efficient, totalized functional control is hard, harsh, restrictive and limiting.  It narrows our perception of life.  It perceives other people only in service of its self-interests and projects.


Our functional life is authentically effective only to the degree that it is in the service of the life of our spirit.  When we allow our functional self to be influenced by our spirit, our harshness is softened by compassion and gentleness.  Our narrowness is broadened by our spirit openness to all that is.  Our perception of others is characterized by respect and reverence.  Thus our functional life is integrated into the wholeness of who we are.

THE WORK-A-DAY WORLD


The story of our functional life is written in our body and lived out in our work-a-day world.  Each day, we accomplish a variety of tasks, from our ministry and professional work to house work, cooking, gardening and fixing whatever needs fixing around our home.  For the most part, we live our everyday lives immersed in our work-a-day world.  While we are focused on our many tasks and functional responsibilities, our vital and spirit needs necessarily recede into the background.  The reality of the work or task that must be accomplished calls us forth and dominates our awareness.


As we reflect upon work throughout recent history, we become aware of a significant shift.  Until the Industrial Revolution, work was generally an expression of the worker’s deepest self.  When we visit historically-based reproductions of colonial villages, such as Plymouth Plantation, Sturbridge Village, Old Mystic Village and Colonial Williamsburg we may notice and pace of life as well as people’s approach to work.  The pace of life was slower and work revolved around the home and the village.  People knew one another.  They were aware of one another’s talents.  They relied upon one another:  what one could not do, someone else in the village, we generally see various craftsmen at work: the blacksmith; the silversmith; the potter; the carpenter; the farmer; the weaver; the canner.  We see women cooking, preserving the harvest, sewing.  We also see colonists engaged in various professions:  teacher; pharmacist; doctor; law enforcer; the village leader.


What is striking in these colonial reproductions is that whatever work people did seemed to be an expression of their total self.  Their heart was generally in what they did; they respected the organic rhythm of their body.  Work had intrinsic meaning for them and was perceived as an integral aspect of their everyday life--not separate from life.  They took pride in what they did.  Their slowed-down pace as well as their groundedness in the earth and in the things of the earth facilitated a holistic approach to work.  

Furthermore, children saw their parents at work.  They participated in their parents at work.  They participated in their parents’ work according to their growing ability to do so.  They were formed into continuing the family trade, craft or art-not by courses given by strangers or taken at a distant college or trade school, but by working side by side with their parents or by becoming an apprentice with another villager.  Something of this organic approach to work remains alive in rural areas throughout our country, as well as in the Amish culture.


With the advent of the Industrial Revolution, mechanization replaced craftsmanship.  Mass production replaced organic production based on concrete need.  the assembly line replaced the total completion of a task by one person.  Factories replaced working at home.  Technical knowledge replaced congenial formation into a craft or trade.  Specialization replaced the wide breadth of skills of the colonists.  Parents began to work away from home, thus disrupting children’s rhythm of being formed into their parents’ trade, craft or profession.  Children were taught by strangers and away from home.


Workers came to see themselves somewhat as cogs in a wheel, responsible for accomplishing their one task in the production of the whole product.  They often found themselves working not according to their organic rhythm, but rather attempting to “beat the clock” or “reach certain quotas” within a specified time.  The approach to work gradually shifted from being an expression of their deepest self to completing the job, accomplishing the task, mastering the operation.  Emphasis was placed on producing more in less time, on being better and greater.  People worshipped the gods of efficiency and effectiveness, while often paying the price of becoming alienated form their organic rhythm.


This functioanalistic approach to work has dominated our culture since the Industrial Revolution.  All of us have been raised in this context.  We may not work in the factory or on the assembly line.  However our approach to work is colored by this significant cultural shift from work as a congenial expression of one’s deepest self, as an integration of head and heart, to work as  a functional task to be accomplished far away from home, in which we experience a split between our head and our heart.


We live in a culture dominated by workism and workaholism.  An ism is described as an “abnormal state or condition resulting from excess of a specified thing.”  Within our culture, most of us suffer from the excess of work and of approaching all of life as work.  Like the business executive described earlier in this paper, our work attitudes permeate our entire life.  Rather than living from an organic approach to life in which work is simply another meaningful expression of who we are, as our ancestors did, we tend to compartmentalize our life into somewhat meaningless segments:  work, leisure, prayer, sleep, meals, social life, and so on.  As a result, we have lost the flow and rhythm of life.  We approach each segment of our life as a separate entity in itself with little or no relation to the rest of our life.  Each segment is perceived as another task to accomplish or master.  Each aspect of our life may be perceived as another problem to be solved.  Each may be mentally checked off our list as it is completed...and we move on to the next item on the agenda that our life has become.


We may for example, begin our day with showering, getting dressed and having breakfast, all in a rush of things-we-have-to-do-to-get-ready-for-work.  We may then spend an allotted amount of time in prayerful reflection before we go to work.  During this time, however, we may watch the clock to make sure we leave on time. Thus our prayer is limited to clock time, rather than respectful of our organic rhythm and of God’s movement in our heart.  We may then rush to work, where we spend our day.  Our earlier prayer seems to have little influence on how we approach our work or our day.  We may or may not take a break depending upon the amount of work we have to do.  We may rush through our lunch, perhaps not even tasting our food, but rather, being preoccupied with what happened during the morning or anticipating what our afternoon might be like.  We return to work for the afternoon.  When we leave work, we may stop at the market to pick up a few things for supper, we may take care of unfinished business, or we may head for home, where more work may await us.  Once home, we may unwind from work, begin to do whatever needs doing around the house, prepare and have supper, clean up, and perhaps relax from our work throughout the evening.  We go to bed only to begin the same routine the next day, with no lived sense of connection or underlying meaning in what we have experienced throughout the day. Perhaps getting through the day may seem like an accomplishment in itself.  Or we may experience a sense of satisfaction with having completed our agenda as we run through our mental checklist. Rarely do we take the time to allow the many experiences of our day to settle gently within us.  Rarely do we slow down sufficiently to be with our experience and to allow meaning to surface and unfold.


We not only organize our entire day around our work; every aspect of our day seems dominated by our workaholic attitude that perceives each compartment of our daily life in terms of work and task.  We move from task to task with a tired body, split from our heart and dominated by our functional self.  As a result, we become alienated from ourselves, from our organic rhythm, from the flow of life, and from what is congenial to who we most deeply are.  We walk through life somewhat like a robot, completing the same routine day after day with the disposition of “getting things done.”  We are out of touch with the deeper meanings of our life and work.


Getting things done is a necessary dimension of everyday living.  We need to be efficient and effective.  However, unless  our doing is permeated by the deeper attitudes and dispositions of our spirit, we risk burning out.  Our spirit disposes us to recognize the underlying thread that gives meaning to the various segments of our everyday life.  It helps us to see the “bigger picture” of our various activities, perceiving them not as separate tasks to be accomplished , but rather as connected to one another.   Our spirit puts us in touch with and is respectful of our organic rhythm.


The business executive described earlier in this paper for example, has been in therapy for over two years.  In the supportive and reflective space of therapy, he has begun to come in touch with himself.  He has become sensitive to the tension and tightness in his body, and has begun to see these as signals he must listen to.  He has begun to develop a reflective approach to life which has slowed him down to stop, look at and listen to his lived attitudes and dispositions.  He has grown in respect for himself and his employees.  He has come in touch with his organic rhythm and is beginning to flow with the rhythm of life.  Because he is so firmly embedded in his workaholic attitudes and dispositions, growing in these directions remains an ongoing challenge and struggle for him.  However, he describes feeling more alive and more connected to his heart.  The influence of his heart has begun to soften his hardened stance toward himself, others and life.  To the degree that he continues to remain open to his vital and spirit dimensions, work may become simply another aspect of his everyday life.  It may assume its rightful place in the totality of who he is.  It may become an ever-increasing expression of his deepest self.


Our life as religious and clerics is not immuned from the cultural values of workism and workaholism.  Indeed, the functionalistic culture in which we have been raised permeates the fabric of our life.  As a result, we are predisposed to interpret from a functionalistic workism perspective, the Gospel message as well as the charism of our Congregation or Society.  Furthermore, our formation into religious life and/or priesthood may have focused upon a functional accomplishment of chores, studies, communal responsibilities, prayer and other religious obligations.  We may have been so intent on fulfilling perfectly these various segments of our life that we were out of touch with our heart.  Or we may have never learned to allow our heart to influence and inform our functional life.


As a result, our ministry may be dominated by workism.  We may be “workaholics of God.”  There is so much to do.  There are so many people to be helped.  Our numbers are diminishing while the demands of ministry are increasing.  We are aging.  There are fewer of us to do more work.  Immersed in workism, we come to believe that we must continue to maintain every aspect of our ministry despite 

diminishing numbers.  We justify our workaholism by telling ourselves that we are doing God’s work, taking care of God’s poor, or furthering God’s kingdom.  We come to believe that the more we do and the more difficult it is, the more God is pleased.


Rather than influencing our work, our prayer and reflection are put on the back burner, at the bottom of our priority list, to be done after we have finished all our work.  We justify our lack of prayerful reflection by convincing ourselves that our work is our prayer.  This is true only to the extent that our work is grounded in and emerges from our reflective prayer and the dispositions of our spirit.  If our heart is empty and our spirit undernourished, our work is not our prayer.  It is simply an expression of the drivenness of our workaholic approach to life.


As religious and clerics, we stand as reminders to the culture that there is more to life than doing and working.  We have committed ourselves to a way of life that is grounded in and permeated by the values and dispositions of the spirit.  Unless we ourselves live from our heart and are steeped in a reflective approach to life, our work risks being a job-we-do rather than a ministry to which we have committed ourselves. If we are to be effective ministers of the Gospel, it is vital that we reflect honestly upon the quality of our functional life.  Our God invites us to live from the integrative stance of being in touch with our heart, and of freeing up our heart so that all we do becomes an expression of who we most deeply are.  Only in this way can we be effective ministers of the Gospel.

Conclusion


Each of us is affected by the excesses of workism and workaholism that permeate our culture.  Improving our quality of life may mean taking a hard look at the way in which we live in our work-a-day world.  To what extent are the various dimensions of our life connected to or disconnected from one another?  In what ways is our life compartmentalized?  To what extent does our everyday life revolve around our work?  In what ways are we disconnected from our heart and from our organic rhythm?  Is our work an expression of our deepest self or simply another task that we accomplish with a heart that is more or less empty?  Quiet reflection on these and other similar questions that may emerge for us may help us to become aware of the distortions of our functional self as these are lived out within our work-a-day world.

Conclusion


Throughout this paper, we have reflective upon the functional dimension of our being.  We have described the important role played by our functional self:  that of executor of our vital impulses and spirit inspirations.  We have reflected upon the excessive development of our functional life within our American culture, and have our personal life.  Our functional self is integral to who we are.  However, in order to live the fullness of life to which we are called, we must create the necessary space to allow our functional self to be influenced and softened by our vital and spirit life.


The Gospel episode of Martha and Mary can provide some insight into the integration we are called to live.  Jesus rebukes Martha because she is excessively caught up in her functional tasks.  She is taken to task not for performing her duties, but for being caught up in functionalism to the extent of being oblivious of Jesus.  Her doing was somewhat devoid of spirit.  Perhaps we can all identify with her scurrying around to get things ready--for this meeting, for these parishioners, for this deadline, for this event.  In our scurrying, we too tend to become excessively caught up in doing for its own sake.  We, like Martha, tend to overlook the deeper dimensions of life.  We tend to be blind and deaf to Jesus’ presence in our life.  in our scurrying, we tend to be unreflective.  Jesus calls Martha home to herself, inviting her to slow down and to allow her doing to be permeated, softened and informed by her reflective spirit.  He challenges her to accomplish her tasks not simply in an empty functional manner, but rather as a meaningful expression of her heart.  Jesus confronts us with a similar challenge.
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