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INTRODUCTION

What's Religion Good For, Anyway?

or many young adults today, religion in general, and
the Catholic Church in particular, does not have a
very positive image. Sunday Mass is perceived as a
flat ritual; the priest’s homilies are often boring or,
worse, intolerant and dogmatic. The Ch@) teachings

on women, gay marriage, and a host thef issues seem

outdated and discriminatory. ws media regular-
ly report the sexual and ﬁnan%&sdeeds of the cler-
gy in various denomination Catholic priests and
bishops are not absent fr% is list. Some young adults
may also mistakenly believethe Catholic Church forbids

believing in evolytioty, €limate change, and science in
&v young adult Catholics who have

general. You
been “turn %y the Church.

You m so have friends who see no reason to be
“religious” at all.“I can pray just as well while walking in
the woods or looking at a sunset,” they say.“I'm an atheist
and don't need to waste time talking to an invisible old
guy with a long gray beard,” others assert. Your friends
who are planning to marry soon may wonder why they
should go through all the ecclesiastical red tape for a
church wedding when getting married on the seashore



or in a mountain lodge—or at the Disney Wedding Pal-
ace—is so much more “romantic.”

You may be giving up on Catholicism yourself. The
problem with doing so, however, is the danger of “throw-
ing the baby out with the bathwater,” as the old saying
goes. The Catholic Church has a rich, two-thousand-
year heritage of prayer and spiritual practices that speak
to the needs of a wide variety of people (the word “cath-

olic” itself comes from a Greek word that means “univer-

sal”). Chances are one or more of these tices will be
useful to everyone at some point in
This book is not an atte

swallow teachings you may c

ersuade you to
disagree with, or
to engage in rituals you ma oring or unintelligi-
ble. I say this even thou% a Catholic sister (a Sis-
ter of Charity) and have beén one for many years. But I
have also taught 0gy to many college students, and
I know today’sounyg adults grew up in a very different
world than th my own childhood, teens, and twen-
ties. So whilé T value the treasures of the Church that
have spoken to my own deepest longings as an adoles-
cent, as a young adult, and now as I age, I cannot expect
you to feel the same way about these treasures. Young
adults in the twenty-first century have their own needs,
desires, and questions for which they may be searching
for answers in their own lives. Catholic spirituality is
wide and varied; there is something in it for everyone.



So this book is simply a short introduction to some
specific treasures in the vast wealth of Catholic spiritu-
ality that you may be unaware of and that may feed your
own hungers now or in the future. While it primarily fo-
cuses on issues that sociologists and psychologists have
found to bedevil young adults, persons of any age are
invited to dip in and sample these pages when and as
they need them. And feel free to stick this book on the
back of your shelf and return to it later—ssgething in it

that does not speak to you now may be | in future

years. y

Each of the following chapt llows more or less
the same pattern. I first prese ief description of a
problem or difficulty that s today’s young adults
have told me they are faci ?ﬁeir lives. Next, the chap-
ter introduces Catholic prayers or spiritual practices that
have been helpfu rs facing this situation. Finally,
there is a list ofbooks, articles, video clips, and online re-
sources where can find information on these prayers
and practic&ﬁ’ learn more.

Chapter 1 addresses the problem of having too
many choices in life. How to settle on one college major,
one careet, or even one spouse, when a better choice may
arise later? Chapter 2 considers the masks we wear in
our interactions with each other—so easy to don in the
age of online social media. Chapter 3 looks at “noise”—
the multitude of tweets, texts, Facebook, Instagram and



Snapchat posts—that vie for our attention and fracture
our ability to be present to where we are, and who we are
with, in any given moment. Chapter 4 examines the re-
lated problem of time—how we use it, waste it, and com-
plain that we never have enough of it. Chapter 5 speaks
to those who are dissatisfied with where their lives seem
to be going, who had thought that, by their thirties, they
would be happier, more successful, more settled, more in-
volved in making a difference in the world, Where and
how to satisfy this longing for more?

If the first five chapters ad ungers some
young adults may feel internall l4st three have a
more external focus. Chapte s at the problems

we have with “stuff”—ho evhave been shaped by
ubiquitous advertising t ink that having more things
will make us happy, when'often they simply cause more

problems. Chapt&e siders the growing gap between
€

the wealthy o nt and the rest of us—and espe-
cially the b rrﬁ}hat keep so many in poverty. Chapter
8 looks at &Zrowing polarization in this country and
around the world—Dbetween red states and blue states,
Christians and Muslims, blacks and whites, Trump sup-
porters and Trump opposers. What Catholic teachings,
organizations, and movements exist to address these
larger issues?

To answer the question I posed at the beginning of
this introduction, what is religion good for? Anthropolo-



gists say that, as long as human beings have existed, they

have wondered about their place in the great scheme of
things; they have questioned the meaning of suffering

and death; they have stood in awe before the might of

a thunderstorm or the cry of a newborn baby. Religions

give us ways to join together in expressing this awe, and

more or less satisfactory answers to these questions and

wonderings with which we can reassure each other. It
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is true that individualistic
Americans ften pre-
ferred evise their own
ersghal’ ariswers to spiri-

tions instead of re-
on an established re-
ion. (Even early founding

@fathers like Thomas Paine

and Thomas Jefferson liked
to say things like “My mind
is my church” or “I am a
sect in myself.”) But there
is also a certain comfort in
knowing we are not alone
in our questioning. And it
is certainly easier to learn

from the experiences of others instead of reinventing

the wheel on our own. This book invites you at least to

sample some of the spiritual treasures that Catholicism,



in its over two thousand year history, has found to be
guides in our common search. Yes, it is no longer your
grandparents’ (or even your parents’) Catholic Church,
but it can be yours to make of it what you will.

After each chapter in this book, I will list several
other resources that might help you in your quest.



RESOURCES

Books
Michael Hayes, Googling God: The Religious Landscape of
People in their 20s and 30s. 2007. Paulist Press.

Articles

Barry A. Kosmin and Ariela Keysar.“Religious, Spiritual
and Secular: The emergence of three distinct worldviews
among American college students.” Septembe, heep://
www.trincoll.edu/Academics/centers/isssg/ D ents/

ARIS_ZO13_College%205tudents_SaQ nal_draft.pdf

Online Sites @

Busted Halo http://busted m/
God in All Things: httR:/ /godinallthings.com/

Word on Fire: http('Q ordonfire.org/



CHAPTER 1

FOMO: “From catsup to spouses
to life's meaning”

few years ago, a group of psychologists tried an
experiment. They took an assortment of people
and randomly divided them into (@oups. The
first group of people went, t)d time, into a
room where there were two diffgféqt brands of catsup
on a table, together with a p@ rench fries. Each
person was asked to choos of the bottles of cat-

sup, pour some of its m@ on the French fries, and
eat them. Each then completed a short survey on how
well he or she h nf%?the catsup. The second group
of people did sdme thing, except the room each one
entered contai fifty different kinds of catsup, not just
two. What thie¥esearchers found was that the more choic-
es people had, the less satisfied they were with the choice they
made.

The same thing happens in many areas of your
life as a young adult. There are so many more choic-
es available today—types of restaurants, styles of blue

jeans, models of cars, careers—that having to pick just

one can lead to your being paralyzed by the dreaded
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FOMO, the Fear Of Missing Out on something bet-
ter. As Aziz Ansari, a comedian and star on NBC'’s hit
TV show Parks and Recreation, once noted, his Indian
parents had known each other for only thirty minutes
prior to their arranged marriage, while he took longer
than that just to pick a restaurant for dinner! In fact,
he said it took him so long to text his friends for sug-
gestions and explore websites such as Eater and Yelp
that he ran out of time before his show was scheduled
tter-and-

to start and “I ended up making a pea
banana sandwich to eat on the bus.” ile, his par-
ents are still happily married 35

FOMO can be merely

restaurant choices. It is m

jng when it involves
lgnificant when it hap-
pens with some of th r choices in life. I have
counseled college stydentsvwho have cycled through so

‘%Kve racked up 150 or 200 credit

many majors tha

hours—and c ndmg amounts of debt—without
completing th gree requirements for any of them.
Researchers e found that many young couples live

together for years but never actually sit down and talk
about whether or not they want to get married. These
researchers report that couples who slide through their
relationship transitions without consciously choosing
them, or who hold out on making a final decision about
them, have poorer marital quality than those who make
intentional decisions about these major milestones. Ac-



cording to theologian Harvey Cox, “Not to decide is to
decide.” Choosing from a multitude of options may be
scary at times for you. By not choosing the path you are
on, however, you may eventually end up where you never
intended to be.

Alternatively, you may avoid making your own de-
cisions by simply following what your friends or acquain-
tances are doing or thinking. Having grown up with
Google, you may want instant answers thag are clear-cut
and require little thought on your part. O@)may lapse
into “black and white” thinking, which(Shotecuts the need

to weigh a multitude of options. thése prepackaged
choices may not really fit you

<&

The Catholic Church has centuries of experience with

R
CATHOUCSTREASURES

spiritual techniques to address the problem of how to
make life-giving choices. One of these is Discernment
Prayer. This is a prayer process by which a person reflects
on two good (or at least neutral) alternatives, imagines
what it would be like to follow each one, and asks for

n
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God'’s help in knowing which alternative is best for him
or her. It involves honestly asking yourself questions like
“What do I really want in my life?” “What have I been
doing so far?” “How do I
feel when I imagine my-

TRUE DISCERNMENT self following Choice A?
When I imagine myself

REQUIRES TIME following Choice B?”

AND ENERGY  There are some basic
AND OPENNESS. principles ‘%ﬁ)lymg Dis-

cernm er. The first

(— is thathGod really loves us

%%(&' even than we love

elves) and wants only

the best possible future . God isn't trying to trick

best future from tan know God’s will for us. An-
other principle-is‘titat our feelings are an important way

to discover, this best future provided that we are really

or test us by deliberately keeping the knowledge of our
&e’

honest aboutdBat we are feeling. Of course, we can also
lie to ourselves about this—you probably know a friend
who is convinced he or she are “in love” and destined to
be deliriously happy with someone whom you think is
actually a total scumbag. Yet your friend simply will not
listen to you or to anyone else who tries to dissuade him
or her. True discernment, on the other hand, requires
time and energy and an equal openness to each of the



alternatives you are praying over. A final principle is that
discernment is a life-long process. New choices will con-
tinue to arise throughout your life, and it is good to get
into the habit of listening daily to discern God'’s will. A
key time for discernment is when you got it “wrong” the
last time: What does God want you to learn from that
mistake that will actually make you stronger, holier, and
better people in the future?

There are also many tools and methods in Catholic

spirituality to develop your Discernmen
resources are listed at the end of this8hapter. The most
common format is Ignatian Digéégiment Prayer, but
there are Franciscan, Benedicti Vincentian mod-
els as well. All involve gathe e relevant information
you need for a decision, % yourself in the presence
of God, asking for idance and the grace to be
open to both sick&( issue, and paying attention to
)

envision yourself in each possible

your feelings
future. Some Qecommend asking the advice of a wise
person whno%ws you well.

Still another Catholic practice is Spiritual Di-
rection. This refers to one person—usually someone
trained and credentialed and experienced enough to do
so—helping another person pay attention and respond
to God’s working in his or her life, thus growing in in-
timacy with God. Spiritual direction can best be done

face-to-face and one-on-one, but it can also happen in

13
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a group under a credentialed leader, or via letter, phone,
Skype, etc. It is usually ongoing and happens once every
month or so.

According to one website (http://www.ignatians-
pirituality.com/making-good-decisions/spiritual-direc-
tion), true spiritual direction has several characteristics:

+ It focuses on religious experience. It is concerned
with a person’s actual experience of
relationship with God. It is not th@ne asa
psychological counseling sessi

+ It is about a relationshi eligious

experience is not isol or does it consist of
extraordinary eve is what happens in an
i

ongoing relatignship-between the person and

God. Mos{{z is is a relationship that is
d

experie@

+ This%ﬂ'tionship is developing. God is leading
the person to deeper faith and more generous
service, The spiritual director asks not just “what

prayer.

is happening?” but “what is moving forward?”



+ The real spiritual director is God. God touches
the human heart directly. The human spiritual
director does not “direct” in the sense of giving
advice and solving problems. Rather, the director
helps a person respond to God’s invitation to a
deeper relationship.

The best place to find a spiritual director is to in-
quire at a local retreat house, if there is ongin your area,

or at the campus ministry center of a loc
ask a priest
ust to recommend

versity. If you are active in a parish,
or someone on the staff whom y
someone. Just as you would octor or dentist, it
would be important to checksheeredentials of a spiritu-
al director before arrangi eet with him or her, and
most spiritual directors me a first interview with
“no strmgs attachéd"\before agreeing to take someone
on. Also, b with the spiritual director about
fees, if any splrltual directors make at least part
of their livi oing this work and so should be treated
accordingly. On the other hand, most spiritual directors
have some sort of sliding scale that can be adapted to
your circumstances, especially if you are young and just
starting out in life.

Young adulthood is a time of making choices that
will affect the rest of your life. Older generations, like
mine, often felt suffocated when we were young because

19
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we felt we had too few choices. Some of us may now
even envy your generation’s freedom. But twenty-some-
things like you know instinctively that too many alter-
natives can be just as oppressive. The resources listed on
the next two pages may give you some ideas about how
to deal with the choices in your life through the Catholic
practices of discernment and spiritual direction.

&
>
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RESOURCES

Free Booklet

Bishop Robert Barron, How to Discern God’s Will for
Your Life. 2016. https://www.wordonfire.org/wof-site/
media/wof-ebook-how-to-discern-gods-will-for-your-

life.pdf

Books
David Lonsdale, S, Listening to the Music oft‘@it: The Art

of Discernment. 1993. Ave Maria Press. »\)
John Neafsey, A Sacred Voice Is Calling®Reérsortal Vocation and
Social Conscience. 2006. Orbis Books.

di

he Signs of Daily Life.

Henri Nouwen, Discernment:

2015, HarperOne.
Pierre Wolff, Discernment: %rt of Choosing Well. 1993.
Triumph Books.

%
e Y

Loretto Gett%a’er, DC,“Vincentian Discernment and
Decision-Making.” Vincentian Heritage Journal: Vol. 19: Iss. 1,

Article 2. 1998. http://via.library.depaul.edu/cgi/viewcontent.

cgi?article=11948& context=vhj

>
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Online Sites
http://www.loyolapress.com/discernment-making-inspired-
choices.htm

http://www.loyolapress.com/ignatian-spirituality-
discernment.htm

http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/making-good-decisions

http://godinallthings.com/
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WHAT'S RELIGION GOOD FOR, ANYWAY?

Patricia Wittberg, a Sister of Charity, makes no attempt to
persuade you to swallow seemingly irrelevant teachings or

to engage in rituals you may find boring or unintelligible.
Instead, she helps you appreciate your needs, desires, and
questions, and shows you how to search for your own answers
in the light of the spiritual wisdom of Catholicism. “Catholic

spirituality is wide and varied,” she writes. “It is no longer your
grandparents’ (or even your parents’) Catholic Church, but
it can be yours, to make of it what you will.”

Chapters include:

» FOMO: “From catsup to spouses to lifes meamng
= Masks: “On the internet, nobody knows you're a....”
= Noise: “Living in a state of continuous partial attention”
= Time:“I don't have a lot of time to do just whatever.”
= Expectations: “Is that all there is?”
= Stuff: “I want it all—now!”
= Justice: “Who is my neighbor?”
» Community: “Can't we all just get along?”
= Catholicism: “What's it good for? Actually, a lot!”
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