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ABSTRACT 
 
This thesis looks at the spiritual autobiographies of thirty contemporary young 

adult Catholic men and women in their early twenties through their early forties.  

It argues that their life-writings, when taken together as a whole and read through 

the dual lens of Story and Sacrament, evidence an emergent process of 

conversion, of “becoming Catholic” in the modern American milieu.   
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What does your conscience say?—Become the person you are. 
—Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science 

 
What we have to recover is our original unity. What we have to be is what we are. 

—Thomas Merton, The Asian Journal of Thomas Merton 
 

And the end of all our exploring 
Will be to arrive where we started 

And to know the place for the first time. 
—T.S. Eliot, “Little Gidding” 

 
And he departed from our sight that we might return to our heart, and there find 

Him.  For He departed, and behold, He is here.   
—St. Augustine, Confessions IV 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

  

 Surveying the landscape of Catholicism in America today, it is difficult to 

avoid the assumption that the Roman Catholic Church in the United States has 

reached its nadir—either that, or rock bottom is but a scandal away.  Over the past 

two decades, in urban and rural areas across the country, revelations of decades of 

concealed sexual abuse of Catholic children by those priests sworn to shepherd 

them have galled the hearts and minds of the faithful.  More recently, white hot 

anger and a thirst for justice have given way to resignation and despair as it has 

come to light that this phenomenon in not unique to American Catholicism but is 

a systemic problem of the global church.  Politically conservative Catholic 

commentator Ross Douthat recently remarked in The Atlantic: “for millions in 

Europe and America” the Catholic Church “is finished”—“permanently 

associated with sexual scandal, rather than the gospel of Jesus Christ.”1  To this 

crestfallen assertion, Peter Steinfels, another Catholic journalist on the opposite 

end of the political spectrum, responded in Commonweal: “I realize I am 

grieving.”2   

 “Finished” though Catholicism may be for many, it has not breathed its 

last in this country or elsewhere.  Despite a third of all Americans raised Catholic 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 Douthat, Ross. The Catholic Church is Finished,” The Atlantic, July/August 
2010. http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2010/07/the-catholic-church-
is-finished/8159/ 
2 Steinfels, Peter. “Further Adrift,” Commonweal, October 18, 2010. 
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having left the church, Roman Catholicism remains the single largest religious 

denomination in the United States.  Buttressed by new immigration from the 

Global South, it has steadily claimed just under a quarter of this country’s 

population for the last four decades.3  Moreover, as both Douthat and Steinfels 

point out, the church has seen many dark hours throughout its long history (and 

both commentators agree that a failure in church leadership is largely responsible 

for the one it faces now).  Even today as the faithful mourn the profound loss of 

trust resulting from the abuse crisis and grieve the exodus of fellow members of 

the flock, they look to the future and ask in earnest: what will the church look like 

in another ten, twenty, fifty years?  Perhaps we must accept, along with theologian 

Marian Ronan, “a new chastened vision of the church,”4 or with young Catholic 

writer Matthew Lickona, a church that will “limp along, doing what good it can.”5  

Whatever the future of the Roman Church in the United States, the generations of 

emerging and young adult Catholics will play the most significant role. 

 

Catholic “Culture Wars” and the Legacy of Vatican II 

 The accordance between Steinfels and Douthat represents the way in 

which anger and sadness over the abuse of children at the hands of the clergy, 

combined with the failure by church leaders to protect the victims, span the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
3 Pew Forum on Religion in Public Life, U.S. Religious Landscape Survey, 2008, 
19-20. http://religions.pewforum.org/reports 
4 Marian Ronan, Tracing the Sign of the Cross: Sexuality, Mourning, and the 
Future of American Catholicism, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009). 
5 Matthew Lickona, Swimming with Scapulars: True Confessions of a Young 
Catholic. (Chicago: Loyola Press, 2005), 30. 
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assumed divide between Catholic left and right.  Alongside sexual scandal, the 

internecine struggles that have plagued the Catholic Church in America since the 

1960s between so-called “traditionalist” and mostly self-identified “progressive” 

Catholics have exacted an inestimable toll on the life of the faith.  Much study and 

commentary have already been afforded these debates.  Religion scholar Dugan 

McGinley has pointed to the way in which the categories of liberal and 

conservative are “predetermined by the bipartisan political atmosphere” in the 

United States and then “unevenly applied in the context of church teachings and 

tradition.”6  Beyond the purely political, and outside of the specifically Catholic 

context, the observed rise in religious orthodoxy across denominations—and its 

alignment with conservative politics—can be seen as a backlash against 

modernity’s perceived liberal excesses and its dismissive stance toward tradition 

and the past.  It is a case of the pendulum swinging in the other direction, so to 

speak.7   

 The battle lines in the Catholic “culture wars” are generally drawn around 

the historical event of the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965).  Ever since this 

watershed ecumenical council, twentieth century U.S. Catholic history has been 

divided roughly into three periods: pre-Vatican II, Vatican II, and post-Vatican II.  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
6 Dugan McGinley, Acts of Faith, Acts of Love: Gay Catholic Autobiographies as 
Sacred Texts (New York: Continuum, 2006), 84. 
7 And yet this antagonistic dichotomy is not inevitable. Some wonderfully 
creative solutions that marry a reverence for ancient tradition with an openness to 
present realities are coming out of movements like the New Religious Humanists 
(mainly composed of Christian, Jewish, and now some Muslim writers and 
artists), The Network of Spiritual Progressives (with Rabbi Michael Lerner as its 
spiritual leader), and the Emerging Church movement. 
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Pre-Vatican II Catholicism is sometimes understood to encompass the entire 

period of the immigrant church in America from around the mid-nineteenth 

century through the 1950s.  Historians may use the term more precisely to denote 

the years from around 1925 to 1959, characterized as they were by intense 

devotionalism and the triumph of scholastic theology in Catholic intellectual 

discourse and catechism.8  Catholics who came of age during these years are 

sometimes referred to as “pre-Vatican II Catholics.”  This label is occasionally 

applied to Catholics of any age who embrace pre-Vatican II practices or outlooks, 

such as the Tridentine Mass, certain paraliturgical devotions, and scholasticism. 

 The period known as Vatican II includes not only the years of the council 

itself, but the entire reform-minded decade of the 1960s and into the 1970s.  The 

last of the reforms inspired by the Second Vatican Council took place well into 

the 1970s.9  Catholics who came of age during this era, largely Baby Boomers, 

are sometimes called “Vatican II Catholics.”   The designation is also applied to 

those Catholics who support the increased liberalization of the church and so can 

include older or younger Catholics.  In the “culture wars,” the battle lines are 

proximately drawn between pre-Vatican II (conservative, traditionalist, 

Tridentine) Catholics and Vatican II (liberal, progressive, reformist) Catholics—

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
8 Cf. James M. O’Toole, “Introduction,” in Habits of Devotion: Catholic 
Religious Practice in Twentieth-Century America, ed. James M. O’Toole (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 2004), 3-4. 
9 For instance, the Sacrament of Confession was changed to the Rite of Penance 
and Reconciliation in 1973; women were not formally permitted to serve as 
lectors until 1975; and the practice of receiving communion by hand was at last 
approved in 1977. Cf. James M. O’Toole, The Faithful (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2008), 212-217. 
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the former claiming that the changes of the Council went too far and the latter 

claiming they did not go far enough.   

 Just as time and historical epochs are fluid, it must be borne in mind that 

the boundaries and distinctions between these categories are likewise.  Such 

systems of categorization make for greater ease of discourse, but they often belie 

more complex human realities.  The central place of the Second Vatican Council 

in these debates can also be misleading.  Rather than being an aberration and a 

greatly disruptive force in the life of the church, Robert Orsi, James M. O’Toole 

and other historians of twentieth century American Catholicism have shown how 

Vatican II reflected the “wide and revolutionary transformations in life ways” that 

were taking place in the greater society at the time.10  Catholics who are wholly 

critical of Vatican II, considering its reforms a deviation from tradition and 

sometimes attributing them to the agency of Satan, as well as Catholics who seek 

to continue the period of liberalization in a linear fashion, generally fail to see that 

the “spirit of Vatican II” issued from the spirit of the times.  Those times are not 

the present, and a new era of the life of the Catholic Church in America is upon 

us.  Though as William Faulkner famously wrote, “The past is never dead. It’s not 

even past.”  This is particularly true in the context of the continuous Catholic 

tradition. 

 

Young Adult Catholic Spirituality at the Divide 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
10 Ibid. 
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 For younger Catholics, “identifying the changes and guidelines that 

resulted from Vatican II is an exercise in history.”11 Having lived with the 

changes all of their lives, today’s emerging and young adults likely grew up 

thinking that the church always looked as it does now.  As a group, these 

Catholics are sometimes referred to as the “post-Vatican II” or the postconciliar 

generation.  In the wider American culture, they belong to the generations known 

as “Gen X” and “Millennials.” Born during the 1970s and 80s, most of them 

received their religious education and childhood sacraments in the church of the 

1980s and 90s and had little or no direct experience of the Vatican II period of 

reform.  If these younger Catholics happen to have knowledge or experience of 

the preconciliar world, it has been mediated through the memories of their parents 

and grandparents, through literature, art, and cinema, through documented history, 

and through the tradition itself.   

 Along with a new historical epoch in the American church, these emerging 

and young adults represent a new generation of the faithful positioned to assume 

the reigns of lay, ordained, and religious leadership.  Catholics in their twenties, 

thirties and early forties now comprise nearly half of the total U.S. Catholic 

population, making them the largest demographic in the church in America 

today.12  Clergy, religious educators, scholars, and theologians have taken notice.  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
11 Jim Castelli and Joseph Gremillion, The Emerging Parish: The Notre Dame 
Study Guide of Catholic Life since Vatican II (New York: Harper & Row, 1987), 
42. 
12 William F. D’Antonio, et. al., American Catholics Today: New Realities of 
Their Faith and Their Church, (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2007), 11. 
D’Antonio et al. put the birth year for the first members of the post-Vatican II 
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Among the efforts to court this generation of Catholics, many parishes now host 

vibrant young adult Catholic (YAC) ministries.  Today’s religious leaders and 

educators recognize that for the most part, the future of the Catholic Church rests 

in the hands of the postconciliar generation. 

 Given the position and ascendance of young adults in the church today, it 

is not surprising that the dueling parties of liberal and conservative Catholics both 

seek to lay claim to the hearts and minds of the next generation.  Nothing less is at 

stake for these groups than the triumph of their particular vision of the church.  

What young Catholics believe and (somewhat less) what they practice has been 

the subject of scores of popular media articles and parish coffee klatch 

conversations.  In his foreword to Young and Catholic in America, Father James 

Martin, S.J. (himself an emerging spiritual leader for this generation of Catholics) 

chronicles the four “yarns” that are spun in the popular media about young adult 

Catholic spirituality.   

 In the first and most popular tale recounted by Father Martin, young adults 

are “eager to throw off the bland, experimental post-Vatican II faith of their 

parents” and embrace religious orthodoxy.13  According to this story, young 

Catholics adhere uncritically to the Magisterium’s teachings on all moral matters 

and gravitate to celebrations of the Tridentine Rite and extra-liturgical devotions 

like Eucharistic Adoration or the Holy Rosary.  In the second most popular tale, 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
generation at 1961.  I would place the starting year no earlier than 1965 (the end 
of the Council).   
13 James Martin, foreword to Young and Catholic in America, eds. Kevin Meme 
and Jeffrey Joseph Guhin (Mahwah, NJ:  Paulist Press, 2010), ix. 
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young adult Catholics have embraced the social teachings of the Church and what 

they see as the essentials of the faith handed down from Jesus Christ, but they 

reject much else—for instance, the Church’s condemnation of abortion or 

homosexual activity.  These enthusiastic young persons can be found in inner-city 

soup kitchens, Catholic Worker houses, and foreign lands on volunteer missions 

to the poor and oppressed.  Their detractors derisively label them “liberal.”14 

These first two tales obviously serve to perpetuate the familiar 

traditionalist/progressive dichotomy.   

 The other two yarns related by Martin are equally inadequate or at least 

incomplete.  In the one, we find post-Vatican II Catholics to be just as much the 

“cafeteria Catholics” their Baby Boomer parents were, picking and choosing from 

among the Catholic offerings to create their own highly individualized faith.  In 

the other, they are even less involved and are almost completely detached from 

the life of the Church.  They may still call themselves Catholic, but they are so 

only by virtue of their baptism, family ties, or ethnic culture.  Martin points out 

that while these four tales describe some young adult Catholics or some aspects of 

young adult Catholic spirituality, no one story can capture the increasingly 

complex religious lives of members of this group:   

there are young Catholics (and older Catholics) who are devoted to the  
Rosary and who volunteer at soup kitchens…who both love Pope John 
Paul II and embrace their lesbian and gay brothers and sisters as full 
members of the Church…who attend Mass every Sunday and reject the 
Church’s teaching on women’s ordination…Are they liberal, conservative, 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
14 Ibid. 
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cafeteria, lukewarm or lapsed?  Maybe it’s better to say that they are 
themselves.15 

 
Martin’s ability to parse the liberal/conservative divide is one of the qualities that 

endear him to many young adult Catholics today. 

 The available sociological data on young adult Catholic spirituality largely 

bears out what Father Martin has observed from his position as Catholic priest 

and cultural analyst.  Several sociological surveys of young adult Catholics have 

been conducted over the last decade and a half,16 and perhaps the most important 

conclusion to be drawn from these is that “Catholic young adults are far from 

monolithic.”17  The oft-cited 2001 Hoge et al. study, Young Adult Catholics: 

Religion in a Culture of Choice, shows that many young Catholics continue to 

affirm key Catholic doctrines while believing authority resides in the individual.  

For instance, an overwhelming majority of the Hoge et al. sample (around 80%) 

expressed belief in the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist, while just as 

many responded that they were eager for an increase in leadership roles for 

women and the laity.  D’Antonio et al.’s 2007 study confirms that the sacraments, 

especially the Eucharist, remain central components of the faith of contemporary 

Catholics alongside social justice teachings like helping the poor.18  The message 

that both sides in the “culture wars” can take away from these studies is that 

Catholics in the near future will not find their church “frozen in the amber of 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
15 Ibid., x. 
16 Davidson et al. 1997; Hoge et al. 2001; D’Antonio et al. 2007 
17 Mary Johnson, et al., “Young Adult Catholics,” America, March 27, 1999, 
accessed December 10, 2009. 
http://www.americamagazine.org/content/article.cfm?article_id=10913 
18 D’Antonio et al., 24. 
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Tridentine triumphalism” (to use Lawrence Cunningham’s figurative phrase). Nor 

should they expect a linear and literal execution of what “progressive” Catholics 

feel Vatican II left undone.  What they will witness is a new creation that reflects 

the hopes and desires of a new generation of Catholics who are mindful of the 

ancient tradition to which they belong and in which they work and yet remain 

present to the realities and challenges of their times.  Ours is a living faith.        

 

Young Adults: Becoming Catholic in Their Own Words 

 As suggested by the title of the Hoge et al. study, choice is an operative 

principle for the new generations of Catholics.  Prominent sociologist of religion 

Wade Clark Roof has detailed how, beginning in the 1960s, the Baby Boomer 

generation, through their wide scale abandonment of institutions and emphasis on 

the “experiential” dimension of religion, created a veritable “marketplace” of 

religious beliefs, practices, and identities.19  Today, and for the past several 

decades, an individualistic, bricoleur approach to spirituality prevails both inside 

and outside of religious establishments.20  In his study of gay Catholic 

autobiographies, Dugan McGinley points out that contemporary Catholics are part 

of “a larger culture of choice and now also choose how to be Catholic. The 

confluence of Vatican II and modern American culture has produced a range of 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
19 Wade Clark Roof, Spiritual Marketplace: Baby Boomers and the Remaking of 
American Religion (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999), 52. 
20 Ibid., 53. 
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available Catholic identities.”21  While few Catholics (aside from adult converts) 

were able to choose their baptism, postconciliar young adult Catholics, far more 

than any generation before them, choose whether to affirm or reject their inherited 

Catholicism.  Once chosen, they further discern how they will be Catholic—that 

is, how that choice will be lived out in their individual lives.   

 Sociological surveys are the best tools available for understanding global 

patterns and trends in religions, but they are not the optimal means for examining 

the dynamic and emergent process of faith and identity formation in the life of the 

individual.  Except for rare and costly longitudinal studies, sociological surveys 

provide snapshots of wide terrains that are ever-changing.  To supplement the 

sociological data on young adult Catholic spirituality, a crop of autobiographies 

by postconciliar Catholics has come to press over the past few years.  These 

individuals have taken to committing their personal faith stories to writing and 

other media to present a more complete picture of what it means to be a Catholic 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
21 McGinley, 90.  McGinley shows how contemporary American Catholic identity 
has been formed in dialectic with the Protestant Christian “norm.”  The narrative 
is now familiar, but his telling is especially coherent and compelling.  During the 
postwar years as Catholics began moving out of urban immigrant enclaves into 
the suburbs and adopting American middle class values, they developed various 
strategies for distinguishing themselves from their Protestant neighbors.  Over 
time, however, the boundaries between Protestant and Catholic identity became 
more attenuated.  Today, scholars of U.S. Catholicism, McGinley included, still 
avow that there is something uniquely Catholic being “passed on” to future 
generations of Catholics.  To point to what that might be, he cites James 
Davidson’s concentric circles model wherein the beliefs in the inner circle, the 
Trinity, the Incarnation, the Real Presence and Mary as Mother of God, are those 
considered most essential by Catholics.  In the next circle are social justice 
teachings and in the outer circle are practices, such as attending church services.  
This model suggests that Catholic imagination is the central formative feature of 
being Catholic and will be revisited in Chapter Four on Conversion. 
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young adult in the United States today.  In these life-writings, choice is certainly a 

principle by which these young adults navigate the pluralistic American religious 

landscape.  Though of all the offerings in the “spiritual marketplace,” what makes 

them choose Catholicism?  Particularly when so many of their peers turn away 

from a faith that is often characterized as moribund and “out of touch”?   

 A careful reading of autobiographies by postconciliar Catholics from 

diverse ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds, different genders and sexual 

orientations, and varying levels of church commitment reveals a shared 

experience of being Catholic in the current American milieu.  The thread running 

throughout these life writings as a whole and individually is of a gradual 

conversion process whereby the authors grow in their catholicity and in their 

commitment to their Catholic faith.  The path is by no means straightforward, 

involving as it does an intensity of religious imagination and devotion in 

childhood, a critical distancing of oneself from the Catholic faith in adolescence 

and emerging adulthood, and a revisioning of one’s past and a postcritical 

reappropriation of the faith (sometimes only selectively or tentatively) in young 

adulthood.  While this process does not look identical from one author to the 

next—as humans are unique even in what they share—when the writings are 

examined together and through the dual lens of what will be referred to in this 

study as Story and Sacrament, a distinct process emerges that links stages of 

human development with deepening faith commitment.22  What is most 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
22 I will use the word “faith” throughout this work to mitigate between current 
understandings and misunderstandings of the terms “religion” and “spirituality,” 



	
  

13	
  

remarkable in these autobiographies is the degree to which many of the authors 

experience this process as an inexorable and ineluctable destiny despite their 

apparent freedom of choice.   

∞ 

 In The Catholic Experience, theologian Lawrence Cunningham expresses 

his conviction that “the church and its members are never fully Catholic but are 

always in the process of becoming so.”23  For Cunningham, the Catholic person 

grows into the full maturation of their spiritual life through a gradual deepening of 

what he terms the sacramental vision, an endemic outlook that sees (indeed 

cannot help but see) God’s saving grace manifest in the world and in the other.  

Conjointly with the possession of a sacramental vision or imagination, Story is 

another element of the Catholic experience that draws the Catholic individual 

along the path of conversion.  Christians “awaken to consciousness” (to use 

Steven Crites’s phrase) already ensconced within the sacred story of Christ’s life, 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
in so far as religion is now and for the past several decades used to denote the 
particular and spirituality the more universal.  Faith, as I employ it, points to 
beliefs about the ultimate and the observance of those beliefs in one’s life and in 
ritual practices.  When applying the term to the young adult Catholic authors in 
this study, I will mostly be speaking about a specifically Catholic Christian faith.  
I agree with James Fowler, a theorist whose model of faith development I will 
make frequent recourse to, that faith is a universally human phenomenon.  
However, I do not think, as Fowler appears to, that faith can develop outside of 
dialectic with religious concepts and traditions.  There is no human society, 
family, or individual, however secularized, untouched by religious ideas and 
ideals.  For more on Fowler’s controversial use of faith, see Lucy Bregman, 
Through the Landscape of Faith, 89. 
23  Lawrence S. Cunningham, The Catholic Experience: Space, Time, Silence, 
Prayer, Sacrament, Story, Persons, Catholicity, Community, Expectations (New 
York: Crossroad, 1989), 5. 
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death and resurrection.  Catholic Christians are further initiated into a web of 

narratives, relationships and rituals that form the Catholic tradition.  According to 

Cunnningham, catholicity requires a “sympathetic conjunction” between our 

personal story and the common story of salvation as told in the Gospels and in the 

tradition of the Church.  As the life of Christ forms our earliest life, such a 

conjunction establishes continuity between our past and present and reveals and 

confirms our true identity in Christ.  The expansion of the sacramental 

imagination combined with the gradual identification of one’s own life story with 

the life of Christ, is what constitutes conversion for Catholic Christians.   

   The next three chapters will explore and attempt to describe this 

emergent process of conversion in the life writings of contemporary Catholics 

who are today in their early twenties through early forties.  Chapter Two, “Living 

Stories,” will make use of the late twentieth century theological development 

known as narrative theology, as well as relevant writings on autobiography, to 

explore how the sacred stories into which individuals are born shape and constrain 

their lives (but are also indirectly shaped by them and their individual stories).  

Chapter Three, “Visioning Grace,” will use ethnographical studies combined with 

developmental theories from the psychology of religion to illuminate the 

inception of the sacramental vision in Catholic childhood faith formation.  

Chapter Four, “Conversion and Emergent Faith,” will show how Story and 

Sacrament combine to form an ineluctable force that propels these young adults 

along a spiral path of conversion within their inherited Catholic tradition.  By 

illuminating this process that invariably involves a dialectic between past and 
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present, and by adding the subjective voices of young adults to the conversations 

occurring in American Catholicism, it is hoped that a more nuanced vision of the 

future church might emerge—one that transcends antagonistic culture wars mired 

in overly simplistic dichotomies and a cripplingly subversive relationship to the 

past. 

∞ 

 First, a few caveats are in order.  As Dugan McGinley points out in his 

book, a sampling of autobiographies is not a representative random sample.  The 

stories of those who cannot write, or for whatever reason cannot be published, are 

excluded from consideration.24  The young adult authors in this study are all 

college educated, many hold advanced degrees, and a disproportionate number 

hold degrees in religious studies or theology.  These latter are likely to have 

greater familiarity with Catholic theology than many American Catholics and may 

have more “Catholic tools”25 to draw upon in constructing an adult faith.   

 Additionally, while the ethnic backgrounds of the authors range from Irish 

to Mexican to Salvadoran to French Canadian and many others, the majority of 

these young adults hail from families that have been in this country for at least 

two generations.  The experiences of new immigrant Catholics are 

underrepresented here, and we can only conjecture whether this model of faith 

development would apply to a first generation Vietnamese, or Congolese, or 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
24 McGinley, 36. 
25 In reference to Danièle Hervieu-Léger’s notion that contemporary persons draw 
from a “symbolic toolbox” in constructing their highly individualized religious 
systems. 
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Honduran American Catholic, for example.26  However, a deepening of the 

sacramental vision and an identification of one’s own life with the life of Christ 

could be said to constitute conversion for Catholics everywhere and at all times. 

Even though the authors studied here as a group do not comprise a cross-section 

of Catholic young adults in America, an examination of their life writings is 

nevertheless revealing and worthwhile.  These young persons are, or at least they 

represent, those Catholics most likely to assume leadership roles in the Church in 

the coming years and to be involved in shaping the future of the Catholic tradition 

in America.  Moreover, they are the current face of the Catholic Church in 

America to which we might expect the generations of new immigrants to 

assimilate in the coming decades.27 

 Along with a diversity of ethnic backgrounds, gender, and sexual 

orientation, there is a range of Catholic commitment present among the young 

adults in this study:  some stake their claim in Catholicism rather firmly; others 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
26 There is a cultural expectation in America that, on some level, adults choose 
their religion.  This thesis attempts to show that the combined force of Story and 
Sacrament constrains this choice for those born into Catholicism.  Nevertheless, 
the model depends on there being some freedom of choice in religion, or at least 
the semblance of such freedom.  Therefore, this model may not fit the religious 
development of new immigrant Catholics, who themselves or whose families 
have not assimilated this American cultural expectation. 
27 I recognize that this is a suppositional claim.  However, the history of 
Catholicism in the United States is a history of immigration, and the history of 
immigration shows us that immigrant groups assimilate to the wider culture even 
as they contribute their ethnic particularities to that culture.  Will the church in 
America in the coming decades look more Hispanic or Vietnamese, for instance?  
Only in the manner that it looked more Irish, German, Italian and Polish 
following the nineteenth century.  As Lawrence Cunningham writes, “the great 
enemies of catholicity are those forces which keep the church bound too closely 
to a particular cultural form or a specific national group…a truly Catholic church 
is not ethnic even if it expresses itself through ethnic realities” (207-208). 
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affirm their Catholic identity with reservations, qualifications, and even 

resignation; and a few leave the question of their current identity and relationship 

to the Catholic Church open-ended.  The reader might note, however, an absence 

of authors who, at the time of writing their stories, would consider themselves 

unambiguously “ex-Catholic.”  It is here assumed that even when persons leave 

the Catholic religion for another or none (as is more often the case) the Catholic 

story and the sacramental vision are still operative in the lives of these 

individuals, if only implicitly or subconsciously.28  In other words, this study 

shares Dugan McGinley’s assumption that “Catholicism is a culture that is 

formative beyond whatever faith commitments inhere in the individual.”29  A 

study of why persons abdicate the spiritual struggle within their inherited Catholic 

religion would be illuminating.  The present study, however, focuses on why 

young adults stay, on some level, involved in that struggle with and within 

Catholicism 

 Finally, while it is envisioned that this thesis could be useful in drawing 

comparisons between postconciliar autobiographies and those of earlier 

generations of twentieth century American Catholics, no such systematic 

comparison is attempted here.  This is a matter of scope.  Autobiographies by 

American Catholics of the preconciliar period like those by Dorothy Day, Thomas 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
28 An excellent illustration of this persistence is seen in Marian Ronan’s 
examination of the philosopher Donna Haraway’s writings in Tracing the Sign of 
the Cross. 
29 Ibid., 5. 
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Merton, and Mary McCarthy are well known and well worn.  Autobiographical 

writings by “Vatican II” Catholics like Mary Gordon, Richard Rodriguez, Anne 

Rice, Mary Karr, and Joe Queenan seem to hit bookstores daily.  A comparison of 

autobiographical writings spanning the three eras of twentieth century American 

Catholicism would constitute a remarkably revealing book length study or 

doctoral dissertation.  It is hoped that the present study might contribute to such 

an ample and worthwhile endeavor
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

LIVING STORIES 
 
 

In the beginning was the Word. 
—John 1:1 

 
 

 
 In the spring of 2003, when he was in his late twenties, religion writer and 

novelist Peter Manseau accompanied his father on an official call to the 

Archbishop’s Residence in Brighton, Massachusetts.  The purpose of the visit was 

to ascertain the ecclesial status of the elder Manseau, a Roman Catholic priest 

who had married a former nun during the reform years of the late 1960s and bore 

three children.  While waiting for his father to emerge from a closed door meeting 

with then auxiliary bishop Richard G. Lennon, the younger Manseau studied a 

sculpture in the residence entryway:  “[It was] dark, the color of wet earth,” he 

noted, “rising three feet or so above its pedestal, it could be the model of a tower 

or a knot-gnarled tree.”  Upon closer inspection, Manseau realized that the 

sculpture was a “doll-scale” representation of a spiraling tangle of bodies—“arms, 

legs, and torsos wrapped around one another [so that] it was difficult to tell where 

one ends and the next begins.”  At the base, in the midst of this mess of souls, 

were two intersecting wooden beams with a man nailed to them.  At the very top 

was “another cross, much smaller” held aloft  “by communal effort.  Not by a 

particular body or by many, but as one.”30  For Manseau, the message was clear, 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
30  Peter Manseau, Vows: The Story of a Priest a Nun and Their Son. (New York: 
Free Press, 2005), 3. 
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even if the medium was as messy as a game of Twister:  the sculpture represented 

the church itself—“the cumulative experience of those whose lives have rested on 

a single sacrifice.”31   

 As Manseau realized, this “fumbling group-grope of revelation” in the 

Archbishop’s Residence entryway visually describes the entanglement of lives 

and narratives that simultaneously forms and flows from the Catholic story.  Just 

as the place of the cross in the sculpture suggests, the life, death, and resurrection 

of Jesus Christ serves as the fulcrum.  All of the individual stories orbit and 

intersect this principal narrative, and it is also the polestar to which they are 

oriented.  As Lawrence Cunningham asserts, “if Roman Catholicism is anything, 

it is a community of memory.”  Principally, what it remembers is the multitude of 

ways that people across ages and places have lived out their callings as 

Christians.32  Memory is the medium by which the Catholic story is transmitted 

and shaped; ritual is the mechanism through which memory and story are enacted.  

To be Catholic means to be knit together with a great many souls across time and 

space in an impressive tapestry we call “tradition” where story is the warp and 

ritual the weft.  In the middle, as in Manseau’s sculpture, is Christ himself, 

holding all threads together in unbreakable bonds.   

 When speaking to Catholics about what they value most about their faith 

(often couched in the question, “Why do you stay?”), a likely response will 

suggest a sense of belonging to a history and a community that transcends 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
31 Ibid., 4. 
32 Cunningham, 1. 
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oneself—a continuous tradition that spans over two millennia reaching back to 

Christ himself and a corporate body that encompasses millions of souls all over 

the globe.  So strong is this identification with the catholic tradition, persons 

report feeling Catholic “in my bones” or “in my genetic code.”  When a friend 

asked theology student Margaret Scanlon why she remains Catholic, she 

stumbled, but later recovered her response, “I am Catholic because I am…Not 

only because it is both my biological and spiritual family, but also because it is 

where, to my chagrin, I feel God speaking to me and molding my life.”33  This 

sense of inescapably belonging to and being shaped by the Catholic story is 

evident throughout the life-writings of young adult Catholics.  In examining this 

phenomenon, it will be useful to first consider what is meant by story.  For 

insight, we turn to the late twentieth century theological development known as 

narrative theology.   

 

The Narrative Quality of Experience and Revelation 

“As I’d learned in my Greek Scriptures class, logos does not just mean ‘word’ but 
‘story.’  In the beginning was the story.  That was becoming the creed of my faith 
as well.” 
 —Peter Manseau, Vows: The Story of a Priest, a Nun and Their Son 
 
 Returning momentarily to the “four yarns” of Catholic young adult 

spirituality, Fr. Martin argues that the antidote to the exaggeration and distortion 

inherent in these popular portrayals is to be found in the tradition of Christian 

stories he calls “narrative theology”.  What follows his foreword then is a 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
33 Margaret Scanlon, “Why I Stay,” in From the Pews in the Back. 
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collection of eighteen personal essays by young adults on what it means to be 

Catholic.  Similarly, in their introduction to From the Pews in the Back, a 

compendium of spiritual memoirs by contemporary young Catholic women, 

editors Kate Dugan and Jennifer Owens contend that statisticians and 

academicians, rather than media pundits, have misrepresented young adult 

Catholic faith.  In response, they suggest that young adults “speak honestly and 

carefully from [their] perspectives, of [their] own truths” to create their own 

“narrative theologies.”34  Dugan and Owens borrow their understanding of 

narrative theology as “first person attempt[s] to describe religious identity and 

ideas” from notable NPR religion commentator Krista Tippett.35  

 While first person narratives of faith, also called spiritual autobiographies, 

comprise an important genre of Christian stories, narrative theology can be more 

broadly understood as a way of doing theology that begins “not with abstract first 

principles, but with a particular story.”36  Rather than viewing biblical narratives 

and other stories of the Christian tradition as merely illustrative examples of 

theological concepts and ideals, narrative theologians take the stories themselves 

as their starting point.  According to Catholic narrative theologian Alexander 

Lucie-Smith, “symbol and metaphor, the stuff of story, are not barriers to 

revelation but rather the language of revelation itself.”37  In other words, because 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
34 Kate Dugan and Jennifer Owens, eds., From the Pews in the Back: Young 
Women and Catholicism (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2009), xix. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Alexander Lucie-Smith, Narrative Theology and Moral Theology (Burlington, 
VT:  Ashgate, 2007), 2. 
37 Ibid. 



	
  

23	
  

revelation is in the form of narrative, we can surmise that narrative is God’s 

chosen means of communication.   

 A useful history of narrative theology as a burgeoning movement appears 

in “Narrative and Power Toward a Theology of the Overdog,” the Graduate 

Theological Union doctoral dissertation of Gregory Loving.  Loving details the 

development of narrative theology from its intellectual roots in H. Richard 

Niebuhr’s 1941 theological classic, The Meaning of Revelation, through Steven 

Crites’s seminal 1971 article, “The Narrative Quality of Experience,” to the 

movement’s development in the Yale School in the mid-1970s, to current 

controversies about the ethical ambiguity of narrative.  For our purposes, a 

representative rather than a comprehensive look at narrative theology that focuses 

on Niebuhr’s and Crites’s contributions will suffice.   

 Loving shows that in attempting to reconcile historical criticism with the 

eternal truth of the Gospel, Niebuhr appealed to narrative.  He writes that for 

Niebuhr: 

the only starting point for Christian Theology is confessional:  theology 
explains what it believes and how the world looks [through the] 
confession of certain profound events—the life, death, and resurrection of 
Jesus, not to mention the other stories of scripture and church history.38 

 
Following Niebuhr, being part of a religious tradition (or philosophical or 

ideological tradition, for that matter) meant being part of a narrative community 

in which history and memory were of crucial importance.  In this context, the 

individual necessarily adopts the history and memories of the community as his or 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
38 Gregory Loving, “Narrative and Power Toward a Theology of the Overdog,” 
(PhD. diss., Graduate Theological Union, 2000), 5. 
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her own history and memories.39  Events and experiences of a life are analyzed, 

appreciated, retained, or forgotten according to the value of the community.   

 While the theological justification for the appeal to narrative may have 

come from Niebuhr, the phenomenological framework for doing theology in this 

way derived from Steven Crites’s 1971 essay, “The Narrative Quality of 

Experience.”  The premise of Crites’s essay is that the quality of human 

experience through time is inherently narrative.  Rather than understanding 

narrative as a post hoc means of ordering otherwise inchoate lived experience, 

Crites maintains that experience is narrative to begin with.  This is so, he argues, 

because human beings “awaken to consciousness” already within a story.  All 

cultures have comprehensive core narratives that persons within that culture “are 

living out even as they try to live by them.”40  Crites labels these core narratives 

“sacred stories.”  Such stories “do not transpire in a conscious world;” rather, they 

form the horizons of consciousness.  As such, every sacred story is a creation 

story according to Crites in that it “creates a world of consciousness and the self 

that is oriented to it.”41   

 The lesser stories that individuals live and tell day-to-day Crites terms 

“mundane stories.”  Mundane stories flow from sacred stories and “are told in the 

effort, never fully successful, to articulate [the sacred story].”42  However, the 

relationship between mundane and sacred stories is more interdependent than it 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
39 Ibid., 8. 
40 Loving, 20.  
41 Steven Crites, “The Narrative Quality of Experience,” Journal of the American 
Academy of Religion 39 (1971): 296. 
42 Ibid. 
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might first seem.  While mundane narratives are told and changed on the 

conscious level, sacred stories change gradually and imperceptibly on the 

unconscious level as a result of their telling through the mundane.43  Once again, 

memory is key. Without memory, not only would the temporal succession of 

events not cohere, but memory is what enables humans to reinterpret their past 

mundane stories and creatively develop new ones—sometimes altering the 

implicit sacred story in the process.44  

 Within Crites’s phenomenology, humans live and experience in an 

inescapable framework of stories.  Narrative theologians adopted this 

systematization and concluded that narrative forms the basic structure of human 

experience and divine revelation.  Stanley Hauerwas, a leading and seminal 

narrative theologian originally of the Yale School, stresses that the form of the 

Gospel is the narrative of a life—the life of Jesus Christ.45  For Christians, the 

Gospel narrative is the sacred reality to which our mundane realities are oriented 

and from which they derive their meaning.  Faith then, Hauerwas urges, is finding 

our true life in the life of Christ.46  As Lawrence Cunningham makes clear, “we 

are part of a larger story and without that story our own is insignificant and 

inauthentic.”  Since we are called to witness to that larger story, he suggests we 

should not privatize our religious development:  “That story is a small story in 

that it is my own, but like everything else in the tradition it resonates and gives 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
43 Loving, 22. 
44 Ibid, 21. 
45 Stanley Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, 74. 
46 Ibid., 95. 
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form to that larger story which is the tradition itself.”  Our very lives bear witness 

to this sacred story, which Cunningham elsewhere calls “our common story,” and 

shape it even as we are shaped by it.  

  

Autobiography 

 If God reveals Godself47 through narrative, and human experience through 

time is inherently narrative, then the best windows available to us on the inner 

workings of God’s imagination are the stories of human lives.  Within 

Christianity, spiritual autobiography has a long and venerable tradition beginning 

with Augustine’s Confessions in the fourth century.  Confessions, argues 

Cunningham, was not so much Augustine’s story as it was “a story of God 

working in Augustine.”48  According to him, this first instance of modern 

autobiography initiates a tradition within Christianity wherein: 

 people tell their story in tandem with the story of God to witness to the 
power of God over their lives.  The sum of those stories is the living 
tradition of the church.  The centrality of those stories derives from the 
innately human impulse to tell them. They are part of what has been called 
the narrative quality of experience.49 

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
47 I consciously employ this ungainly expression “Godself” in place of gendered 
possessive pronouns to undermine notions that the Godhead is 1) only masculine 
or feminine and 2) a person.  (I do not deny that God is personal, but I much 
prefer the Anglican theologian Keith Ward’s conceptualization of God as 
suprapersonal).  I recognize that this is an awkward use of language, but it may 
not always seem so. 
48 Cunningham, 141. 
49 Ibid., 142. 
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However indirectly or inadequately, stories of individual Christian lives, 

“mundane stories,” carry with them insight into the sacred story, which itself 

cannot be directly or fully told (though, as Crites attests, can be ritually enacted).   

Dugan McGinley makes a similar point about the power of individual 

stories to illuminate the common story in his book, Acts of Faith, Acts of Love: 

Gay Catholic Autobiographies as Sacred Texts:  “Such writings,” he affirms, 

“reflect upon the experience of divine intention in human lives. Gay Catholic 

autobiographies function as sacred texts for the entire Catholic 

community…[because they] paint a more complete picture of what it means to be 

Catholic.”50  Narrative theology can function to retrieve stories that have been 

neglected or silenced from a tradition, such as those of marginalized and 

persecuted groups and persons.  Narrative theology can also serve to chronicle the 

experiences of a group whose stories have yet to be appreciated, understood, and 

integrated into the tradition.  Like the life writings of gay Catholics, 

autobiographies of postconcilar young adults flesh out and further our 

understanding of what it means to be Catholic. 

McGinley reminds us that the word autobiography, broken into its roots, 

means “self-life-writing.”51  Any occurrences of self-life-writing by gay Catholics 

were eligible for inclusion in his study—whether book-length treatments or 

“moments of lives enacted textually” in articles, essays, novels and interviews. 

The latter set he refers to as “autobiographical acts,” and this designation is useful 
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for the present study.  The postconciliar authors examined here range in age from 

the early twenties to the early forties, and few have committed their entire life 

story to writing.  Four exceptions of book-length treatments appearing in the 

study are by Matthew Lickona, Peter Manseau, Therese Borchard Johnson and 

Christy Turlington.  Matthew Lickona’s Swimming with Scapulars: True 

Confessions of a Young Catholic traces his life within the Catholic faith from his 

early childhood through young adulthood.  As the title evinces, Vows: The Story 

of a Priest, a Nun and Their Son, is as much a biography of Peter Manseau’s 

parents as it is his autobiography.  Therese Borchard Johnson’s Winging It: 

Meditations of a Young Adult is a collection of short reflections, akin to journal 

entries, that span her emerging and young adult years.  Finally, model Christy 

Turlington’s Living Yoga is her spiritual autobiography combined with a manual 

for practicing hatha yoga. 

Due to the relatively young age of the subjects, this study relies more 

considerably on “autobiographical acts.” Along with the books already 

mentioned, the study examines a multitude of essays published in three recent 

anthologies devoted to the spiritual struggle of Catholic young adults:  Young and 

Catholic in America (2010), From the Pews in the Back: Young Women and 

Catholicism (2009), and Faith on the Edge: A New Generation of Catholic 

Writers Reflects on Life, Love, Sex, and Other Mysteries (2008).  Also included 

are two autobiographical essays appearing in Dappled Things, a literary journal of 

young adult Catholic art and writing, several articles from popular media sources, 

and one instance of cinematic expression in the form of Kevin Smith’s 1999 film 
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DOGMA.  In total, the perspectives of thirty different young adult Catholic writers 

are considered. 

 

Life Maps and the Living God 

Life is like a sonnet…there should be creativity within structure. In the 
world of faith, the birth, life, death and rising of Jesus is my framework. 
Given that blueprint, I am free to build whatever kind of house I want, 
with whatever sort of materials I desire. This beginning, middle, and end 
give me an order to my madness. 
    —Therese Borchard Johnson, Winging It 
 
Sacred stories serve as a kind of master plan for the “mundane” stories 

told in spiritual autobiographies, and the mundane stories serve to illuminate the 

sacred story.  What role then does the construction and telling of these 

autobiographical narratives serve in the life of the one who constructs and tells 

them?  In Through the Landscape of Faith: Christian Life Maps, scholar of 

religion and psychology Lucy Bregman suggests that “for many adults today, 

making [the] autobiographical connection between the realities of Christian faith 

and their own actual lives is very difficult.”52  She proffers the imagery of 

baptism, rather than the rite itself, as a starting point or gateway through which 

the individual Christian enters into “the world of God”—“a landscape foreign to 

the one we have known and existing in perpetual tension with it.”53  In order to 

navigate this unfamiliar “spiritual geography,” a life map is necessary—that is, a 

narrative that orders one’s past, present and future and gives it meaning and 
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30	
  

coherence.  All adults, she notes, have need of a life map, but Christians “even 

more desperately require a vision of a life redeemed, converted to Christ.”54  

To illustrate more explicitly what is meant by life map, Bregman relates 

the concept to worldview.  What a worldview is to a culture, she explains, a life 

map is to the individual:  “It is never simply a replication of the worldview, but it 

is always indebted to and derived from it.”55  In this regard, worldviews may 

appear synonymous with what we have been calling sacred stories and life maps 

with the mundane stories told in our autobiographies.  However, Bregman is keen 

to point out that the Christian story is not a worldview in the sense that religion 

scholars have understood the term.  Worldviews are temporally and culturally 

bound, and yet Christianity (and other major world religions) outlast the radically 

different worldviews of diverse places and historical epochs.56  Rather than a 

worldview, Bregman argues that what Christians share is an “encounter with the 

living God known in Jesus Christ.”57  The narrative of Christ’s life, death and 

resurrection as told in the Gospels and through the tradition is the central 

formative reality—the living sacred story from which Christian life maps are 

drawn—for Christians everywhere and at all times.   

With baptismal imagery as the gateway to this narrative terrain, the life 

map guides us on a journey that can at times resemble a desert experience.  For 

the process of coming to identify one’s inner life with the life of Christ is not a 
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completely benign one and often “displaces and negates all [our] ideas of health 

and most of [our] preconceptions about meaning.”58  Catholic young adult author 

Rebecca Lynne Fullan demonstrates such a realization when she writes,  “this 

whirlwind of stories…that is mine as fundamentally as the narrative of my own 

birth” is full of paradox and contradictions that “trouble me, often productively.”  

“Jesus is not safe,” she cautions, “he doesn’t even call himself good, just all-

encompassing, intimidating things like ‘the Way’.”59  In order to effectively bring 

about transformation, the sojourn into the spiritual geography of Christianity often 

involves travail.  

Bregman distinguishes between three patterns of life maps—horizontal, 

vertical, and spiral—and analyzes each based on a recognizable, representative 

example from the tradition of Christian autobiography.  Of concern here and in 

the succeeding chapters (particularly Chapter Four) is the spiral model, for which 

Bregman offers Augustine’s Confessions as the preeminent example.  The idea 

behind the spiral patterned life story is that “a lived existence proceeds in loops; it 

reaches forward toward the future, partly by a return motion which establishes a 

new relationship with the past.”60  Like Augustine, sophisticated autobiographers 

of this sort “hope to recover not only lost time, but a lost or unknown self.”61  

When the past is lost, buried, or distorted, and when the link between the past and 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
58 Ibid., 16. 
59 Rebecca Lynne Fullan, “Red Light District,” in Young and Catholic in 
America, eds. Kevin Meme and Jeffrey Joseph Guhin. (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist 
Press, 2010), 223. 
60 Bregman, 54. 
61 Ibid., 57. 
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present is severed, the self is thought to be disintegrated.  Lucie-Smith makes this 

point when he writes ,“the human soul must be a unity that has lost its coherence 

and seeks in life to regain it.”62  In the process of weaving together past and 

present in a life narrative, the author draws together orphaned elements into a 

unified self.  Therefore, for the spiral autobiographer, it is not so much the future, 

but the past “that is unknown and requires disclosure.”63   

In spite of our sometimes fervent wishes otherwise, the past remains ever 

present.  Bregman attests that the spiral life map “requires a complex vision of the 

past as well as an awareness that the past never dies…It may lose some of its 

power through re-visioning, through the reflective return of the spiral’s loop, but 

this loss is replaced by a new understanding of the whole.”64 In regards to the 

recent history of Catholicism in America, Robert Orsi has convincingly argued 

that the 1960s modernist reform impulse to obliterate the past, especially the pre-

Vatican II devotional past, has resulted in a “sclerotic” form of Catholic 

remembering and forgetting whereby the recent past is divested of its “lived 

complexity.”  Memories arising at the “rupture” between past and present fuel the 

rhetoric in the culture wars between Catholics:  “The not-so-long ago appears 

utterly sacred and magisterial among those who remember with longing and 

sorrow, while at the same time it appears bizarre, ridiculous and cruel among 
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those who look back with contempt and relief.”65  Catholic memory, writes Orsi, 

has been “put at the service of forgetting…and now serves to ensure that adults do 

not have to assess what was lost and what was gained.”  Ironically, it also ensures 

that the past remains “a compelling object of desire” among those younger 

Catholics “who had no direct experience of it themselves (but who report that 

they feel as though they did).”66  

Lawrence Cunningham considers the state of affairs in American 

Catholicism described by Orsi to be wholly un-Catholic.  “It is crucial that we 

appropriate the tradition as a living memory,” he writes.  “The great challenge in 

being Catholic today is to somehow remember the tradition of the past and use 

that memory for the present exigencies of our life and culture.”  For Cunningham, 

continuity between past and present is the very hallmark of catholicity.  He 

emphasizes the necessity of remembering our story so that we might “recollect 

those things which we have either forgotten or repressed.”67  The need for a return 

loop to the past so that there can be true forward momentum is not lost on the 

generation of postconciliar Catholics, and the succeeding chapters will reveal this 

way of relating to the past reflected in their autobiographical writings.  As they 

identify their own story with the Christian story, they connect their present to the 

past and emerge as whole persons. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 
VISIONING GRACE 

 
 
Ever since the creation of the world, his invisible attributes of eternal power and 

divinity have been able to be understood and perceived in what he has made. 
—Romans 1:20 

 
 
 
 When Sr. Julie Vieira was a young girl, the inside of her parish church was 

as familiar to her as her own home.  While her musician father rehearsed with the 

parish folk group, little Julie had free rein of the otherwise empty building.  She 

would climb into the pulpit, and standing on her tiptoes, gaze out onto the “sea of 

empty pews.”  At other times she “slipped into the sacristy,” where she would 

“catch a glimpse of the chalices and sacred vessels normally tucked away behind 

locked doors.”  It was like entering “the holy of holies,” she recalled.  Of all the 

sacramentals Vieira discovered on these weekly adventures, she remembers in 

particular a faded felt banner used for children’s liturgies depicting Jesus with his 

arms stretched wide, as if he were saying, “the fish was this big.”  Instead the 

banner read:  I asked Jesus how much he loved me.  “This much,” he said.  And 

Jesus stretched out his arms…and he died for me.  Wherever she roamed in the 

church, she felt the eyes of the giant altar crucifix following her, and she in turn 

looked back:  “It was unsettling and comforting at the same time.”68 
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 “Everything about the church,” Vieira writes, “every statue and cross 

engraved pew reminded me that I was part of something bigger than myself, 

something I didn’t quite understand, but that was part of me.”69  As an adult, she 

came to understand these explorations into the ordinary, yet ordinarily concealed, 

environs of her church as lessons in “the sacramentality of all life.”  “By 

exploring and literally feeling my way around the church building and its 

mysterious contents,” she reflects, “I immersed myself in the deeply sacramental 

nature of the Catholic Church.”  Combined with the weekly rhythm of the 

Eucharist, these experiences “etched themselves” into Vieira’s memory and 

imagination and shaped her view of herself and the world.70   

The “schooling” that Vieira received while playing amidst the tactile 

elements of the faith in her empty church can be seen as the formation and 

cultivation of the sacramental imagination—an outlook that sees nature and 

humanity as suffused with God’s presence and disclosing God’s grace.  As was 

developed in the preceding chapter, persons awaken to consciousness already 

situated within implicit sacred stories.  For Christian cultures, families, and 

individuals, the fundamental narrative is the story of Christ’s coming, birth, life, 

death and resurrection.  This narrative is also at the heart of the web of narratives, 

relationships, and rituals that constitute the Catholic tradition.  A central mystery 

of the Catholic tradition is the Incarnation.  Since in the person of Jesus, God 

“took on flesh” and became human, it follows that the Catholic imagination sees, 
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touches, hears, and understands God through creation and in the context of human 

living.   

Lawrence Cunningham has referred to this sacramental view of reality as 

the “sacramental vision,”71 and he theorizes that it is given to Catholic persons “in 

an inchoate manner with the faith.”  At first a “basic existential attitude,” the 

sacramental vision develops by a recursive feedback loop wherein what is viewed 

through faith comes back as revelation, thus enriching the rudimentary faith the 

person first brings to the experience.  Cunningham adds that some extraordinary 

individuals, St. Francis of Assisi for instance, “have this vision connaturally, but 

most of us aspire to it and only reach it through measured steps” and a disciplined 

spiritual life.72  The incremental development of this sacramental vision across a 

lifetime, Cunningham avers, “is nothing more than the maturation of the full 

spiritual life of the Catholic Christian”73 (emphasis mine).  

One of the most salient features of the Catholic tradition (Roman, 

Orthodox, and English) is the conspicuous role of the sacramental.  According to 

Cunningham:  “The church is sacramental to the degree that it believes—as it 

most emphatically does—that visible realities mediate the invisible reality of 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
71 Sociologist and priest Andrew Greeley and theologian David Tracy have 
referred to this outlook as the “analogical imagination” to indicate that the 
Catholic mindset tends toward analogy. Political author George Weigel has 
argued for the existence of a distinctly Catholic “optic” on the world that is 
fundamentally sacramental.  Cf. Andrew Greeley The Catholic Imagination, 
David Tracy The Analogical Imagination, and George Weigel Letters to a Young 
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saving grace.”74  The rich material and ceremonial culture of Catholicism—its 

“supposed gaudiness and ritualism”—issues directly from this deeply held 

Catholic conviction and simultaneously expresses and produces the sacramental 

imagination.75  In her meditations on entering young adulthood, Therese Borchard 

Johnson admits that growing up she “never really understood the sacraments…the 

word itself gives … flashbacks to strict catechism class” where she learned about 

the seven liturgical rites celebrated by the church.76  Only when she discovered 

that the word “sacrament” can refer simply to “God’s manifested power and love 

in the world” did she truly understand and begin to appreciate the sacramental 

nature of her Catholic faith.77  In the Catholic imagination, divine “power and 

love” is everywhere revealed:  in nature, in art, in objects, places, persons, events, 

and perhaps most significantly, in lives ordinary and extraordinary.  

 

World as Sacrament 

If the “heavens declare the glory of God and the firmament shows His 

handiwork,” then surely a physical place could be seen to mediate and transmit 

God’s grace.  “Where I come from,” writes New Orleans native Jessica Griffith, 

“we ate po’boys from gas stations where you could also buy a rosary.”78  As 

Griffith reasons, New Orleans made her Catholic, or at least the kind of Catholic 
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77 Ibid. 
78 Jessica Griffith, “After Katrina,” In Faith at the Edge: A New Generation of 
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she became for there “even the smallest actions are infused with a sacramental 

quality, and the traditions of the city—Carnival, king cakes, St. Joseph altars—are 

so wrapped up in the liturgical year and Catholic tradition that they constitute a 

lived catechesis.”79  Having moved north after Hurricane Katrina, what she misses 

most about the place is the “reliable sacredness of the everyday”:  “Now that I’m 

a thousand miles away, when I get homesick, I go to church.”80  For Griffiths, 

visiting New Orleans today constitutes a “pilgrimage” to a land where her mother 

“was born and buried,” where her religious self was formed, and where the very 

earth itself is sacred. 

Cunningham reminds us that as far back as the Middle Ages, Christians 

read about God in two books—the book of revelation and the book of nature.  For 

medieval thinkers, the created world divulged “the hand of God as well as his 

purpose.”81  The sacramental imagination that links nature and grace still informs 

Catholic theology and the lives of Catholics today.  Cunningham is keen to point 

out, however, that the Catholic sacramental vision seeks to direct persons to God 

through Jesus Christ, not by nature alone.  Accordingly, this distinguishes 

Catholic sacramentality from that of, for instance, nature poets like Wordsworth 

or Keats, whose sacramental imagination the Catholic version nevertheless allows 

for and to which it is closely related.  For young adult Catholics, reared in an age 

of increasing environmental awareness, the connection between God, Jesus 

Christ, His Church, and the earth comes naturally.  Looking back on another 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
79 Ibid. 
80 Ibid. 
81 Cunningham, 123. 
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favorite childhood pastime, making snow angels, Julie Vieira realizes: “the awe I 

felt exploring the church and celebrating its sacraments and the stillness I felt 

nestled in the snow were connected to one another.”  Since the sacramental 

imagination of these young adults is subsumed by the coupled metanarratives of 

the Christian story and the Catholic tradition within which they “live and move 

and have [their] being,” any revelation of divine order in nature or in the world 

will ultimately connect back to and nurture the intrinsic faith they bring to the 

experience. 

 

Other as Sacrament 

 When Justin LaReau was in his third year of orthopedic surgical residency 

at an inner-city hospital, a drug addict named Randall came under his care.  It was 

Holy Saturday, and the rigors of surgical residency had rendered LaReau unable 

to attend Mass or otherwise nurture his spiritual life for some time.  Yet he 

remained aware that it was Easter weekend:  “Sixteen years of parochial 

education had ingrained this annual schedule well into my mind. Even with this 

strong foundation, I felt my life with the church had reached a level, sadly, of 

distance.”82  Feeling spiritually starved at this most holy time of the year, LaReau 

unceremoniously and unsympathetically began his routine pre-op examination of 

his hardened, streetwise patient.  As LaReau explained the procedure and the 
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prognosis, Randall’s “stony expression” briefly gave way to vulnerability and 

fear.  In the operating room, where Randall’s body was hurriedly being prepped 

for surgery, Story and Sacrament collided for LaReau: 

From my corner of the room, the image was deftly illustrated, powerfully 
and silently…His arms stretched to the right and left, held by the restraints 
of anesthesia. His legs stretched below him straight and parallel, his right 
knee bearing the scars and blood of recent infection and prior surgery… 
He lay before us, helpless, wounded, and injured—crucified by the 
wounds of his harrowing life…Like the readings throughout Holy Week, 
all the elements of this story were before me: someone accused, someone 
wounded, weakness, conflict, anger, pride and sadness.83  

 
LaReau later reflects that a moment such as this has the power to shrink the 

distance between him and his faith:  “Its sheer humanity dispels distraction, 

calling essentially to core principles I profess to believe.”84  In that brief episode 

in the OR, Randall became to the doctor who was treating him a living sacrament, 

a signifier of God’s saving grace in the world. 

Cunningham calls attention to the early Christian insight that, as the 

ultimate visible and corporeal sign of God in the world, “Jesus himself is the 

primordial sacrament.”85  From the basis of the sacramentality of the person of 

Jesus, it is natural to infer that all humans, by virtue of being created in the image 

and likeness of God, can themselves be sacraments.86  Cunningham points to a 

prevalent theme in hagiography whereby a saint serves some desperate individual 

only to later discover that the person was Christus absconditus—a hidden 
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Christ.87  It is from this central conviction of the sacramentality of persons that 

Catholic social justice teachings and teachings on the dignity of human life arise.  

Indeed, as Cunningham makes plain, to develop in the sacramental vision is to 

simultaneously grow in concern for others and to learn to love, especially against 

our own instinct.88   

The demands that come with seeing that of Christ in every person are not 

lost on these young adult Catholic authors, but the application of this teaching in 

actual life can seem rather complicated.  During her morning rush to the office, 

Rebecca Lynne Fullan chastises herself after failing to act upon the “graceless 

suffering” of a homeless man she sees lurching down the street:  “Jesus again, and 

I too frightened to attend to him.”89  At one point, Therese Borchard Johnson feels 

the need to escort every homeless person she meets to Au Bon Pain for breakfast, 

until one begins stalking her.90  Matthew Lickona and his wife unwittingly 

become involved with a drug-addicted mother who manipulates them out of 

hundreds of dollars.91  In Kevin Smith’s popular 1999 film, DOGMA, God enters 

the body of a homeless man at the Jersey shore in order to play Skeeball, God’s 

favorite game.  When demon teenagers beat the homeless man nearly to death and 

he is put on life support, fallen angels, demons, and a Catholic cardinal wreck all 

kinds of havoc while God is trapped in the man’s vegetative body. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
87 Ibid., 118-119. 
88 Ibid., 121. 
89 Rebecca Lynne Fullan, “Red Light District,” in From the Pews in the Back: 
Young Women and Catholicism, eds.Kate Dugan and Jennifer Owens 
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2009), 221. 
90 Borchard Johnson, 29. 
91 Lickona, 168-169. 
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The Saints are another example of concrete human lives manifesting the 

grace and purpose of God.  Several of the young adult authors in this study evince 

special relationships with particular saints as children and these relationships are 

often revalenced in adulthood.  The late nineteenth century Carmelite who 

became known as Thérèse of Lisieux is patron to Therese Borchard Johnson.  

When she was ten, Borchard Johnson was so literal in her devotion to the saint 

that she dressed up as her for Halloween and told everyone at Girl Scout camp 

that God was her boyfriend.92  Saint Thérèse’s “simple way of love,” however, 

became an adult “code of conduct” for the mature Borchard Johnson who writes 

that the “saints show us our purpose.”  Saint Thérèse also revealed God’s purpose 

to the adult Lisa Lickona.  After being exposed to the saint’s autobiography, she 

determined to follow the saint’s admonition to be “love at the heart of the 

Church” by becoming “love at the heart of her family” and having more children 

than she thought she could.93  Lisa Lickona’s brother-in-law Matthew is also 

influenced by Saint Thérèse’s Little Way to sanctity as he is by Saint Francis’s 

life of joy and humility.  Michael Ortiz, a thirty year old mathematics professor, 

artist, and father with Asperger’s Syndrome, feels compelled in his life to emulate 

St. Francis a man “whose heart was open to all men, not merely a select coterie or 

personality type” and who “became an outsider so that he might bring all men 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
92 Borchard Johnson, 36. 
93 Lisa Lickona, “Motherhood as Vocation,” in Faith at the Edge: A New 
Generation of Catholic Writers Reflects on Life, Love, Sex, and Other Mysteries, 
ed. Angelo Matera (Notre Dame, IN: Ave Maria Press, 2008), 77-84.  
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together in God.”94  Deborah Heimel sees “in the variety of people recognized as 

saints by the Catholic Church” evidence of a “multitude of ways we can live our 

lives as Catholics” and in that, an affirmation of her identity as lesbian and 

Catholic.95 

 

The world as sacrament or the other as sacrament are central Catholic 

convictions that hold fierce sway over these authors and remain a principal 

component of their postconciliar faith.  Further illustrations from their life 

writings that speak to their belief in the continuity of nature and grace and in the 

sacramentality of persons will appear in the next chapter that looks more closely 

at their adulthood faith.  At this time, it will be useful to turn to the work of 

historians, ethnographers, and psychologists of religion to consider how the 

sacramental vision is formed in Catholic childhood and why it remains such an 

enduring and compelling optic on the world for the Catholic person.   

 

Making Religion Real: The Formation of the Sacramental Vision in Catholic 
Childhood 
 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
94 Michael Ortiz, “Some Remarks on Catholicism and Autism,” Dappled Things 
Mary, Queen of Angels (2009).  Accessed October 26, 2010. 
http://www.dappledthings.org/mqa09/essay02.php 
95 Deborah Heimel, “Coming Out Catholic,” in From the Pews in the Back: 
Young Women and Catholicism, eds Kate Dugan and Jennifer Owens 
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2009) 114.  
 
While many of the authors speak of “the saints” generally, St. Terese of Lisieux 
and St. Francis of Assisi are among the only ones mentioned in particular.  The 
national and ethnic saints that were so important to pre-Vatican II Catholicism are 
largely absent from these autobiographies. 
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When Bill Manseau celebrated Mass in the dining room of his home for 

his fellow married priest friends and their families, his young son Peter would sit 

underneath the dining room table, waving his hands over his magic kit.  By 

mouthing the words of the consecration along with his father, Peter hoped to 

affect some similar magic.  He recalls that at this age, “I loved church. Any 

church.”96   

When eight year old Kate Henley Averett’s father returned from a 

weekend business trip, she worried that he might have missed Mass on Sunday.  

With concern for the state of his immortal soul, Kate celebrated the Eucharist in 

their living room.  Cape Cod potato chips stood in for communion wafers.   

When Pearl Maria Barros was a child, she regularly transformed a cup and 

saucer in her Azorean grandmother’s kitchen into a chalice and paten: “Although 

I was only seven, I had memorized the entire Eucharistic prayer and delighted in 

saying Mass.”97   

From the time Kerry Egan was a child until she was a teenager, she 

remembers craning her neck in Mass exactly at the moment of the consecration to 

see the bread and wine change into Jesus’ flesh and blood.   

When Rebecca Lynne Fullan was little, she thought there was a secret 

word that only priests knew (it was the same Word that was “in the beginning”) 

and if she only knew it, she could turn anything she pleased into communion. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
96 Manseau, 237. 
97 Pearl Maria Barros, “Of Memory and Vision: My Grandmother’s Legacy,” in 
From the Pews in the Back: Young Women and Catholicism, eds.Kate Dugan and 
Jennifer Owens (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2009), 133. 
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With everything from Wonder Bread to banana slices substituting for 

hosts and Welch’s grape juice to Pepsi cola for wine, many of the Catholic young 

adult authors in this study fondly remember playing mass as children.  For a 

number of them, the Mass and the sacraments were supreme sources of mystery 

and awe.  Religious historian Robert Orsi would likely not be surprised by this 

phenomenon.  In a revealing historical-ethnographic examination of the life of 

Catholic children during the preconciliar period, he writes, “one clear indication 

of youngsters’ recognition of the centrality of the mass to Catholic life was the 

fact that playing mass was a regular pastime among them.”98  As a testament to 

the continuity of the Catholic tradition and to the persistently compelling force 

that is preconciliar Catholicism, much of what Orsi writes in the “Material 

Children” chapter of his award-winning book, Between Heaven and Earth: The 

Religious Worlds People Make and the Scholars Who Study Them, applies to the 

postconciliar Catholics in this study.  Orsi argues that the goal of Catholic 

religious education during the pre-Vatican II period was to render religious 

worlds “real.”  It is not accidental that this education is called formation, he avers,  

“for what was formed in formation was the realness and presence of the sacred in 

the bodies and imaginations of children.”  As is attested to in the young adult 

autobiographies, sacred presence in bodies and things was clearly a central 

component of postconciliar religious formation as well.  
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Alongside religious play, Orsi observes that many Catholic children of the 

preconciliar period “loved going to mass, their imaginations captured by its 

mystery and splendor.”99  Quoting bits of a correspondence from one Father 

Mitchell, Orsi writes:  “the most intense spiritual engagement with the meaning of 

the Mass came when one was a child.  At this tender stage, ‘the little ones felt 

they were actually sharing in something very real.’” After Rebecca Lynne Fullan 

received her First Communion, she remembers not being able to get off her knees: 

“It was as if some kind of beautiful firework had deigned to go off in my eight 

year old chest.”  Manseau recalls his experience of the liturgical celebrations in 

his childhood parish:  

Gone were the ancient Latin introits of my parents’ Catholic childhood 
[having been] replaced by 70s style liturgical ballads I can still here 
ringing in my ears…[they were] awful by any formal standard, but there 
was a searching quality to the voices…that made me believe it—all of it.  
And I didn’t just believe it—I tried to become it.  I had memorized the 
Mass in its entirety by the time I was seven or eight…sitting in the pew 
with my family, my fingers fluttering over a cup only I could see, I 
pretended to turn wine into blood.100  
 

Even though Manseau’s situation as the son of a Catholic priest is somewhat 

unique, his childhood religious play and imagination is something that is shared 

by many of his Catholic peers. 

This fluid and magical thinking about the sacraments does not last much 

beyond early childhood, however.  Later in adolescence and young adulthood, 

there arises “the prejudice that liturgical practice is merely a sort of spiritual play 
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acting.”101  This change in mindset can be observed among the authors in this 

study as they move into their teenage years, and examples will abound in the next 

chapter.  However, it was not only in their imaginations, but in their bodies that 

Catholic children were made to know the realness of the religious world they 

inhabited.  This embodiment of sacred presence resulted in what Orsi has called a 

“distinctly Catholic kinesthetics,” and it often endures throughout the cognitive 

developmental changes of a life span.  In his study, Orsi provides an excellent 

illustration in “an activist nun” endangered in a race riot during the late 1960s.  In 

the midst of imminent danger, she hears “echoing” through her body, a rote 

prayer she had memorized as a child and thought she had forever put away.  It 

was not that she was saying the prayer, but rather “the prayer was saying her.”102 

 In spite of the many sympathetic conjunctions between Orsi’s study and 

the experiences of postconciliar Catholics, the church in which these young adult 

autobiographers were raised was different in many ways from the one that Orsi 

describes.  Anthropologist of religion Susan Ridgely has rightly pointed to the 

way preconciliar Catholicism has dominated the academic study of contemporary 

American Catholicism (a situation largely attributable to the prominence of Orsi’s 

work).  From 2001 to 2002, Ridgely observed two First Reconciliation and First 

Communion classes at two parishes in the American South.  The most striking 

difference between the experience of her subjects and Orsi’s is the image of God 

to which each cohort was exposed.  According to Ridgely, children growing up in 
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the Catholic Church today are presented with an image that emphasizes “God’s 

tremendous power of forgiveness and his desire to know the children, as he had in 

baptism.”103  The suffering Christ and the “needless burden of sin that tended to 

alienate rather than strengthen young Catholics first substantive connection to the 

Church” is being replaced by a Jesus who “hugs.”  While detractors will disparage 

this image of Christ as further evidence of the “Protestantization” of the Catholic 

church, Ridgely is keen to point out that sacramentality and the ability of the 

sacraments to bestow grace remain essential components of these postconciliar 

children’s religious education.  As one of her young subjects explains to her, “if it 

isn’t blessed, it isn’t the body.”104  Moreover, in accord with Orsi’s observation 

that relationships in Catholicism invariably give way to things, at the conclusion 

of the Rite of Reconciliation the children are given rings and stoles by their 

parents.  Ridgely notes that the children continue to cherish these objects months 

later. 

 Orsi’s “material children” are today considerably older than the young 

adult autobiographers in the present study, and the children in Ridgely’s 

ethnographic analysis are considerably younger.  In spite of the Catholic 

tradition’s appearances of rigidity, it is fluid as it connects past and present, and 

any generation of Catholics will necessarily have one foot in the old and one in 

the new.  The image of God to which these young adult autobiographers were 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
103 Susan B. Ridgely, “Decentering Sin: First Reconciliation and the Nurturing of 
Post-Vatican II Catholics,” Journal of Religion 86:4 (2005): 622. 
 
104 Ibid., 628. 
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exposed was likely not the harsh, severe judge that is considered typical of pre-

Vatican II Catholicism.105  However, the specifics of religious education differ 

from diocese to diocese, from parish to parish, and from family to family.  As 

stated earlier, humans are unique even in what they share, and like any world 

religion, Catholicism is far from monolithic.  What remains constant—and what is 

attested to by the work of both Orsi and Ridgely—is the inculcation of a 

sacramental imagination in the minds and bodies of children as part of their 

formation in the Catholic faith.  The expansion and cultivation of the sacramental 

imagination—which inclines the person to see, touch and hear God in the context 

of human living, from the natural environment to the human person—is what 

constitutes spiritual development for the Catholic Christian.106  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
105 The principal neo-orthodox Catholic author in this study, Matthew Lickona, 
claims that his God “is the God of Job.”  However, it is not clear from his writings 
that this is the image to which he was exposed in his childhood religious 
education.   
 
106 It could be asked whether Protestant Christians do or can be said to possess a 
sacramental imagination.  Certainly, God’s action in history and Jesus Christ’s 
working in and through the life of human persons are beliefs shared by all 
Christians.  Some years ago, I wrote a short magazine piece on the nineteenth 
century German botanical illustrator, Maria Sybilla Meriam, in which I argued 
that her Calvinism inspired her to image the divine order in nature and this was 
translated into her illustrations.  More recently, I have come to admire the 
naturalist John Muir, and I consider him to have had a very powerful scripturally-
based sacramental view of nature.  I think that Andrew Greeley and David 
Tracy’s distinction that Catholicism emphasizes divine immanence while 
Protestantism emphasizes divine transcendence is perhaps overly simplistic (for 
instance, pre-Vatican II liturgical forms, like the Tridentine Mass, certainly are 
meant to emphasize God’s transcendence).  Rather, I find Orsi’s argument in 
Between Heaven and Earth more helpful.  He writes: “the modern world has 
assiduously and systematically disciplined the senses not to experience sacred 
presence; the imaginations of moderns are trained toward sacred absence” and 
“Catholics came late to this repositioning of presence” (12).  I would push beyond 
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Sacrament and Story in Fowler’s Faith Stages 

 Aside from ethnographic studies, theories from developmental psychology 

and the psychology of religion can also serve to illuminate the faith formation of 

Catholic children and the experiences recounted by the postconciliar 

autobiographers.  James W. Fowler’s influential 1981 Stages of Faith: The 

Psychology of Human Development still has much to commend it in this regard.  

Fowler is both a developmental psychologist and a Methodist minister.  His 

model of human spiritual development is laid out in six stages that roughly 

correspond to Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development, Kohlberg’s moral 

stages, and Piaget’s theory of cognitive development.  What will appear in this 

section and in the next chapter is a selective, rather than a comprehensive, 

application of Fowler’s stages to the life writings of these young adults.  Problems 

that inhere in his model, particularly when applied to Catholics, will be noted, and 

in the next chapter, insights from other theorists will be presented to supplement 

the model’s shortcomings.  

 Fowler’s earliest faith stage, the Intuitive-Projective Faith, lasts from 

about the age of two to seven.  Fowler argues that children at this age possess 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
this to suggest that, in spite of the modernizing reforms of Vatican II, Catholics 
continue to resist this repositioning of presence as they recognize the 
indispensable and central role of sacramentality in their faith.  The sensual 
material and ritual culture of Catholicism that persists even after Vatican II, 
continues to express and nourish a Catholic sacramental imagination in the 
modern world. 
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imaginative processes yet “unrestrained and uninhibited by logical thought.”107  It 

is a time in a child’s life when they “can be powerfully and permanently 

influenced by…the visible faith of primally related adults.”  This influence results 

in “longlasting images and feelings (positive and negative) that later, more stable 

and self-reflective valuing and thinking will have to sort out.”108  In accordance 

with Erikson’s model, each of Fowler’s stages involves the cultivation of a 

particular virtue or “emergent strength.”  For the intuitive-projective child, this 

stage represents the “birth of imagination.”  The new capacity formed is “the 

ability to unify and grasp the experience-world in powerful images and … stories 

that register the child’s intuitive understanding and feelings toward the ultimate 

conditions of existence.”109  In other words, imagination is put in the service of 

orienting the individual toward the divine. 

Fowler’s primary example of an intuitive-projective child is a six year old 

Catholic boy he calls “Freddy.”  During his interview, little Freddy explains many 

things about God to his interlocutor.  When the interviewer asks him whether he 

is able to see God, Freddy replies that he sees God “and all those people up in 

heaven” (referring most likely to saints and angels) “on cards” (referring to the 

prayer cards that are widely exchanged in Catholic material culture).  When the 

interviewer asks the child what God looks like, Freddy leaves and returns with 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
107 James W. Fowler, Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human Development 
and the Quest for Meaning (San Francisco, CA: Harper Collins, 1981), 133. 
108 Ibid. 
109 Ibid., 134. “Ultimate conditions of existence” is Fowler’s way of sidestepping 
specific religious views of God so that his theory can be more universally applied.  
For problems with Fowler’s definition of faith, cf. Lucy Bregman’s Through the 
Landscape of Faith, 89.   
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two small statues of Jesus.  When the interview inquires as to whether people ever 

talk to God, Freddy responds in the affirmative but explains that God “does not 

talk.” Rather, “he’s in signs…like stop signs…and peace signs.”110 

 The intuitive-projective stage gives rise to Fowler’s second stage, mythic-

literal faith, when the child begins to tease apart fact from fantasy and to order 

previously inchoate elements into a narrative.  According to Fowler, children (and 

adults) at this stage begin to take on for themselves “the stories, beliefs and 

observances that symbolize belonging to his or her community…Story becomes 

the major way of giving unity and value to experience.”111  The actors in the 

cosmic stories that mythic-literal children and adults uncritically “dwell in” are 

anthropomorphic, and the literalism of this stage, according to Fowler, can result 

in an excessive reliance upon reciprocity as a mode for communing with the 

divine and a tendency toward “works righteousness.”  However, the important 

emergent strength at this stage is the rise of narrative as a way of “giving 

coherence to experience.”112    

One of the examples that Fowler provides of the mythic-literal believer is 

a Catholic mother in her 50s whom he calls “Mrs. W.”  Mrs. W. frequently visits 

the devotional chapel in her church to pray to various saints for the welfare of her 

adult children: “Every time I walk into church I thank all of them for what they’ve 

done….I love that little chapel.”113  Mrs. W. herself has a special devotion to St. 
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Anne, the mother of Mary, and she even imagines the saint rocking in the chair 

next to her while she knits.  Fowler seems assured that Mrs. W. is “painfully 

aware that her form of faith does not serve her well in as an orientation in a 

complex and dangerous world.”  He wonders if her college-aged children “really 

find her faith formulas helpful” or if they merely “collude with her 

childishness.”114 

 Fowler’s Stages One and Two, respectively, present prime opportunities 

for the emergence of Sacrament and Story in the life of the Catholic person.  The 

power of imagery in the intuitive-projective stage makes this an ideal phase for 

the formation of the sacramental vision.  Fowler points out that the “longlasting 

images and feelings” impressed into children at this stage by the adults in their 

life can be both “positive and negative.”  Robert Orsi would agree.  In “Material 

Children,” he writes: 

The making of the realness of a religious world is not a benign process; 
religious reality achieved in children’s bodies (and reverberating in the 
memories of the adults these children become) did not make the world 
safer for these children, more comforting, or even more meaningful. It 
made it real.115 (emphasis mine) 

 
In Kevin Smith’s DOGMA, the supercilious Cardinal Glick (played by none other 

than comedian George Carlin), distills this notion when he pronounces that the 

goal of the Catholic church is to “hook ‘em while they’re young!” 

Steven Crites maintains that sacred stories cannot be “fully or directly 

told” except in ritual enactment because these stories “live, so to speak, in the 
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arms and legs and bellies of the celebrants.”116  The ability to understand and to 

recount these implicit stories is extrinsic to living them.  However, the cognitive 

abilities that emerge around Fowler’s Stage Two are perhaps necessary to come to 

some awareness of narrative and to begin to use it to order existence.  Though 

Fowler suggests that the mythic-literal person has not yet stepped back “from the 

flow of stories to formulate reflective, conceptual meanings,” it is in the mythic-

literal stage that these tacit narratives begin to be assimilated into one’s self 

identity.  

As illuminating as Fowler’s model is, and his stage theory will continue to 

be applied in the subsequent chapter in dialogue with other thinkers, it suffers 

from a lack of understanding of Catholic sacramentality and preferences a 

normative Protestant mode of being religious.  To understand Lawrence 

Cunningham’s observation that the deepening of the sacramental vision represents 

the full spiritual maturation of the Catholic Christian is to understand something 

fundamental about Catholicism.  Fowler, on the other hand, treats sacramentality 

as though it is something to be outgrown.  For instance, six year old Freddy’s 

intuitive-projective mode of imagining the divine in concrete images, in objects, 

and in revelatory signs in the world is quite specifically Catholic.  Mrs. W.’s 

personal relationship with saints, which Fowler derides as “childish” and 

unviable, represents a sacramental view of reality that serves Catholics of all ages, 

socioeconomic strata, and levels of educational attainment in today’s “complex 

and dangerous world.”   
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In fact, Catholic persons only appear as examples in Fowler’s earliest 

stages.  Of the highest faith stage for which Fowler offers a living person as an 

illustration, Stage 5 Conjunctive Faith, he presents the reader with “Miss T.”—a 

pedigreed New Englander who was raised Unitarian, became a Quaker, and in her 

golden years ascribes to a kind of American transcendentalist spirituality.  While 

Miss T.’s universalism indeed represents a spiritual virtue to which we can all 

aspire, the Catholic experience shows that there is also room for the material and 

the particular in a mature faith.117  Moreover, Fowler’s model relies too heavily 

on levels of educational attainment as indicators for where a person is on their 

spiritual journey.  His adult examples in the early stages are often characterized as 

“working class” and minimally educated.  Confounding this understanding, the 

young adult Catholics in this study are all college-educated and many hold 

postgraduate and professional degrees.  Yet in their religious imagination, many 

look a lot like little “Freddy.”  In their beliefs, practices, and modes for relating to 

the divine, a number resemble “Mrs. W.”  Finally, in their spiritual outlook, a 

significant few share in common with “Miss T.” a conjunctive faith that not only 

allows for complexity and paradox, they view complexity and paradox as vehicles 

for growth. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
117 To be fair to Fowler, he does note that he came to an awareness of the 
Conjunctive Faith stage after being exposed to St. Ignatius’s Spiritual Exercises. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 
CONVERSION AND EMERGENT FAITH 

 
 
Conversion more often looks like the melting of a glacier than the switching of a 
light.      —Tim Muldoon, “At Home in the World” 

 
 

 
 The several white-robed adult men and women standing around a cauldron 

of fire in front of the Greek revival church of St. Joseph’s on Sixth Avenue in 

Manhattan must have looked to passersby like pagan worshippers celebrating 

some spring rite.  At least this is what occurred to model Christy Turlington who 

was among those gathered this Easter Vigil to be initiated into the full life of the 

Catholic faith.  Turlington had been baptized Catholic and received her First Holy 

Communion at the traditional ages for those rites, but a family move and a 

burgeoning career in modeling resulted in her not being confirmed in late 

adolescence.  Having already attained supermodel status and a recent humanities 

degree from NYU, Turlington, now almost thirty, enrolled in RCIA (Rite of 

Christian Initiation for Adults) to complete her journey back to Catholicism. 

 Among Turlington’s fellow initiates that night was a man who would be 

baptized, receive First Communion and be confirmed all at once.  While the man 

waded in the baptismal font, Turlington and the rest of the congregation were 

invited to renew their own baptismal vows.  The experience made a lasting 

impression on her: “I had never witnessed a more moving ritual than this, and my 

heart welled up with love at the sight.”  At the conclusion of the three hour Vigil 
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Mass, the congregants gathered in the parish hall for coffee and baked goods.  It 

was after midnight, and Turlington, who had studied with gurus at ashrams in 

India, visited Buddhist temples all over Asia, and climbed Mt. Kilimanjaro with 

Christian pilgrims in Tanzania, recalls feeling “spiritually satiated for the first 

time.”118 

 Turlington’s pilgrimage back to Catholicism actually began many years 

earlier.  Traveling around Europe in her late teens as a model, she writes that her 

loneliness, homesickness, and need to belong drove her into many churches.  Or 

as she tells it more truthfully in hindsight:  

It was my baptism that connected me to the Catholic Church in the first 
place, and also what drew me into those sacred spaces across Europe.  I 
had yet to really examine my faith, yet I still felt welcome to participate no 
matter where I was in the world.  I was already a member.119   

 
Turlington and her two sisters were baptized and brought up Catholic by their 

Salvadoran mother.  A demanding career in fashion and a questioning of certain 

teachings of the faith in emerging adulthood 120 inevitably put distance between 

Turlington and her Catholicism.  Only when her older sister named her godmother 

to her first child did Turlington experience an exigent need, as “spiritual guide to 

my nephew…to resolve my relationship to the church and renew my commitment 

and faith.”121  Yet it would take the death of her father when she was twenty-

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
118 Christy Turlington, Living Yoga: Creating a Life Practice (New York: 
Hyperion, 2002), 115 
119 Ibid., 15. 
120 She mentions in particular the church’s opposition to same-sex unions and the 
cognitive dissonance this created for her because many of her friends and 
colleagues in the fashion industry were in such relationships. 
121 Ibid., 15. 
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seven, her deepening yogic practice, her studies of comparative religion and 

philosophy at NYU, and her planting of roots through the purchase of a home in 

Greenwich Village to prompt her “choice” to finally and fully return to the faith 

of which she was already and always a member.   

 Fame and celebrity aside, Turlington’s journey resembles many such 

stories recounted in the autobiographies of postconciliar Catholic young adults.  

They describe an unfolding, emergent process of ‘becoming who you already 

are’—of integrating diffuse, primal elements of one’s past into a coherent 

narrative and a unified self that is of the present and looking toward the future.  

Among the original elements in the life of the Catholic Christian is the narrative 

of the life, death and resurrection of Christ, the central sacred story to which a 

Christian life is oriented and meant to conform.  Through baptism, the Catholic 

Christian is also initiated into a sacramental culture where all of reality, both 

animate and inanimate, is seen as the potential bearer of God’s presence. Such an 

optic on the world, known here as the sacramental vision, develops through a 

recursive feedback loop where what is viewed through faith comes back as 

revelation and this revelation further edifies faith.  Story and Sacrament combine 

to propel these young adult Catholics along a path of conversion whose shape is a 

spiral because forward progression necessitates a return loop to the past. 

 

Beginning at the Beginning: Baptismal Imagery  

Although supermodel Christy Turlington could have no living memory of 

her infant baptism, as an adult she realizes it as the starting place in her spiritual 
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journey.  It was, after all, what initially connected her to Catholicism and drove 

her into all of those churches.  When she witnesses another’s baptism and renews 

her own baptismal promises, she is overcome with sentiment at the recognition 

that this was how her own spiritual birth took place.  Like the sacramental fire that 

travels from the Easter candle to the baptismal candle and from the sanctuary 

lamp to the vigil lamp burning one day beside the casket of the deceased Catholic, 

the imagery of baptism is a guiding light that courses through the life cycle and 

ineluctably binds that life to Christ.    

As introduced in Chapter Two, Lucy Bregman has positioned baptismal 

imagery as the gateway to the world of Christian imagery.  Images are the 

signposts and landmarks that guide a person through a “spiritual geography.”  

They point the traveler toward an apprehension of the reality they represent. 

Theologian James McClendon has described the way in which images come into 

the life of a person from the tradition in which that life participates.  In Biography 

as Theology, he analyzes the images that shaped the identities and destinies of 

such great Christians as Dag Hammarskjold and Martin Luther King, Jr.  For 

Hammarskjold, it was the image of Jesus as servant and brother, for King, the 

Exodus and the Promised Land, and for both, the cross.  Catholics too are 

possessed of certain “controlling and dominant” images.  James D. Davidson, in 

summarizing the findings of his 1997 sociological study, presents a model of 

three concentric circles to illustrate what of their tradition American Catholics 

find most essential.  While practices and teachings form the outer two circles 

respectively, the inner most circle contains the most powerful images of the 
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tradition:  the Trinity, the Incarnation, the Real Presence of Christ and Mary as 

Mother of God.122  These images constitute the central components of the 

Catholic imagination and the ability to apprehend and interpret them is how the 

Catholic person is led through the course of their life map on a journey toward 

salvation.  

  Screenwriter and director Kevin Smith’s popular 1999 comedic fantasy, 

DOGMA, is so thronged with images from his Catholic upbringing and education 

that film critic Roger Ebert suggested non-Catholic viewers be issued a catechism 

at the theater door.123  In spite of Smith’s claim that with DOGMA he deliberately 

set out to create a film that was a “love letter to God and faith,” the liberal use of 

Catholic imagery seems unintentional at times, as if the contents of Smith’s 

unconscious convulsively spilled out into the screenplay.  The complex plot 

involves two fallen angels who are trying to get back into heaven using a loophole 

created by a Catholic dogma—namely, a church in New Jersey is celebrating its 

centenary with a papally sanctioned plenary indulgence to all who pass through its 

archway.  The protagonist, Bethany Sloan, an abortion clinic worker from 

Wisconsin, is divinely ordained a quest to get to New Jersey and stop the angels 

from passing through the archway (and showing God to be fallible, thus 

unmaking all of existence).  What Bethany is not made aware of, when tasked 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
122 “U.S. Catholics: Who Do We Think We Are? The Editors Interview James D. 
Davidson,” U.S. Catholic 65, no. 2 (February 2000), 13. 
123 Frank Owen,  “The Myth of Catholic Bashing: Aestheticism in the Wake of 
Catechism is No Heresy,” Village Voice, October 19, 1999. Accessed December 
10, 2010.  http://www.villagevoice.com/1999-10-19/news/the-myth-of-catholic-
bashing/ 
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with this mission by God’s herald, the angel Metatron, is that she is the Last 

Scion—the last living descendent of Jesus (“a great, great, great, great, 

great….grand niece”).   

Close to her wits end with the rigors of her quest and the harassments of 

her wanton, juvenile traveling companions, Jay and Silent Bob, Bethany learns of 

her true identity while camping alongside a road somewhere in Ohio.  

Emotionally overcome with the gravity of the truth, she runs through the woods 

straight into a nearby river.  In an obvious baptismal scene where her white tunic 

floats about her on the water like a christening gown, she cries heavenward: 

“Why?!  What the … do you want from me?!  I … hate you!”  The angel 

Metatron appears walking on the water: 

BETHANY: Why didn’t you tell me? 
METATRON: Would you, could you have believed me?  It was 
something you had to come to gradually. Only after everything you’d 
seen, everything you’d heard could you accept the truth. 
BETHANY: I don’t want this. It’s too big. 

(Metatron then explains that her ancestor Jesus had said the same thing when 
presented with his salvific vocation.) 
  

BETHANY: Everything I am has been a lie! 
METATRON: No, no.  Knowing what you now know doesn’t mean 
you’re not who you were. You are Bethany Sloan …  All this means is a 
redefinition of that identity. The incorporation of this new data into who 
you are.  Be who you’ve always been.  Just be this as well...” 
BETHANY (wiping tears away): I guess I’d better stop cheating on my 
taxes. 
METATRON (smiling): That’s a good start. 

 
Lucy Bregman writes that “even when baptism took place long before one’s 

earliest conscious memories, its imagery has power to bring purpose out of 
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confusion, hope out of despair, and life out of death.”124  With this new 

knowledge of her self, Bethany renews her commitment to her quest and, later in 

the film, sacrifices her own life for the sake of all life. 

Even while Smith takes significant artistic license with Catholic theology 

in his film, and plainly gets things wrong at points, this scene shows that he 

profoundly understands the role of baptismal imagery.  The purpose of baptism is 

to initiate persons into the spiritual life and establish Christ as the true identity of 

the Christian.  As Bregman writes, “Christian baptism is performed in the name of 

Jesus. To do any act in the name of someone establishes a bond between those 

persons”—a “corporate identity” is therefore instituted between Christ and the 

one baptized.125  Despite the fact that Smith appears in the film as his usual 

comedic character, “Silent Bob,” it is Bethany Sloan, the still practicing, yet 

disillusioned and doubting cradle Catholic, who is his alter ego.  Bethany’s 

baptismal scene and realization of her true identity as a descendent of Christ is a 

performance of Smith’s own adult recognition that his earliest and most true self 

is bound to Christ through baptism.  

 

Original Vision 

Before Bethany discovers her true identity, she regularly laments her adult 

loss of faith: “When you’re a kid, you never question the whole faith thing. God’s 

in heaven and he’s…she’s…always got her eye on you.  I’d give anything to feel 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
124 Bregman, 10. 
125 Bregman, 22. 



	
  

63	
  

that way again.”126  Typical of the postconciliar authors in this study is an 

expressed longing to return to a pre-critical “mystical” kind of faith that is thought 

to have been present in childhood.  Shannon Berry writes that when she was an 

infant, her parents wrapped her in white and baptized her ‘Shannon Elisabeth’ “a 

good strong Irish Catholic name.”127  She remembers that as a young child, her 

imagination was “filled up like a chalice with holy mysteries.”  She went to sleep 

each night by the glow of her ceramic Virgin Mary nightlight illuminating the 

holy cards stuck in her mirror and dreamt of one day becoming a nun.  Berry 

writes that her childhood self was “engulfed” in the symbolic world of 

Catholicism and felt “held still and safe in the beauty of that ancient ritual, a 

strength more assuring than my mother’s words or my father’s arms.”128   

Berry’s liturgical world “twisted and altered,” however, when she hit 

adolescence and her parents became part of a charismatic Catholic group that 

worshipped in the parish hall.  Complete with “former hippies playing guitars, 

tambourines, and a drum kit,” she judged their services banal and lacking in 

“sacrament and liturgy.”  By the time she entered high school, the family had 

joined a “boisterous” Pentecostal congregation.  Berry recounts that as a 

depressed teenager she was never able to muster the joy and ecstasy displayed by 

the other worshippers in her Pentecostal church, though she became so adept at 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
126 Dogma. DVD. Directed by Kevin Smith. 1999; Pittsburgh, PA: View Askew 
Productions, 2001. 
127 Berry, Shannon. “Reversion.” Dappled Things Advent/Christmas 2006. 
Accessed October 26, 2010. 
http://www.dappledthings.org/news_for_rss.php?news=95 
128 Ibid. 
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feigning it, fellow congregants and classmates at her Pentecostal high school 

began to regard her as a spiritual healer.  Alas, when Berry was at Trinity College 

in Dublin, she came to recognize her years in the Pentecostal church as 

inauthentic—a misdirected foray into a “world of awkward and eerie happiness” 

to which her parents were driven by their “poverty and sadness.”  

In describing her Catholic childhood and her young adult “reversion,” 

Berry’s prose exhibits a romantic and occasionally theatrical quality that is 

perhaps attributable to her two college degrees in creative writing.  However, the 

nostalgic view of Catholic childhood evidenced in her reflections is present in 

many of the postconciliar autobiographies including those by the majority of 

authors whose families never left the Catholic Church to worship in another 

denomination.129  In remembering a booklet she created for her mother as a child 

titled, “How to Get to Heaven,” Therese Borchard Johnson wonders “maybe I am 

a mystic.”  Though she concludes that she certainly is not, she immediately 

counters, “I was much closer to being one then than I am now.  Today my 

communication lines to God are cluttered with unimportant details, like 

remembering to return the videos to Blockbuster.”130  After completing her 

“reversion” to Catholicism and being confirmed in the church, Berry takes 

comfort in being surrounded once again by the sacramental “mementos” of her 

childhood:  “I felt like I had come home at last…the expanse between my 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
129 Several of the postconciliar authors in this study experimented with more 
charismatic forms of Christianity during their emerging adult years. While these 
authors did not adopt these forms of worship for various reasons, their 
recollections do not have so strongly negative resonances as Berry’s.   
130 Borchard Johnson, 20. 
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childhood faith and my angry—always so angry—questions began to shrink.”131  

For Berry, the return to Catholicism represents continuity between her child self 

and her adult self, between her past and her present.  In this way, she recovers a 

unity she perceives to have existed before it was disrupted by her family’s 

decision to break with the Catholic tradition. 

Lucy Bregman points out that some persons construct their 

autobiographies and life maps around “an inviolate core of personal faith” which 

she terms, after childhood religious experience researcher Edward Robinson, “an 

original vision.”132  Bregman writes that these autobiographers “retain vivid but 

elusive memories of some childhood moment of grace and gladness” and years 

later in adulthood describe (citing Robinson), “a return in the sense of rediscovery 

of a truth once known and long hidden.”133  Writer Jessica Griffith reconnects, at 

least momentarily, with this original vision while attending Lenten Stations of the 

Cross for the first time in fifteen years at a nearby Catholic school: “Hearing all 

these young voices enunciating scripture in unison…is to remember a feeling that 

I have long forgotten…a feeling that is something like home and a little tribal. It 

is a feeling of connectedness with the living and the dead, with nature and 

supernature.”134  These memories are often of experiences “mysterious and awe-

inspiring” or “beautiful and sublime” and in them persons feel that “they have 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
131 Berry, “Reversion.” 
132 Cf. Edward Robinson, The Original Vision: A Study of the Religious 
Experience of Childhood, (New York: Seabury Press, 1983). 
133 Bregman, 99. 
134 Jessica Griffith, “First Friday in Lent,” in Faith at the Edge: A New 
Generation of Catholic Writers Reflects on Life, Love, Sex, and Other Mysteries, 
ed. Angelo Matera (Notre Dame, IN: Ave Maria Press, 2008) 181. 
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touched something ultimately real and beyond later betrayals and false 

forgettings.”135  In the “beauty” of the ritual of her Catholic girlhood, Berry 

reports feeling a pull “stronger than gravity towards intimacy with the God of all 

that ritual.”  Though not always in terms as strong as Berry’s, this desire to 

recover the “lost loveliness” of childhood faith is expressed in several of these 

autobiographies. 

 Bregman points out that not all persons find such an “inviolate core” of 

faith in childhood.  Some persons, she writes, may find “unfaith” as their 

“primary early reality.”136  Indeed, at no point in his book Swimming with 

Scapulars, does author Matthew Lickona wax romantic about his Catholic 

childhood.  For Lickona, going to Mass was a dreadful bore and from the 

profession of the Creed onward, he was counting the minutes until the end.  

Moreover, he reports that he never had intense experiences of God as a child and 

never sought them out.  Though he has had a few experiences of “sweet 

sentiment” in adulthood, for instance, at St. Francis’s tomb in Assisi, he does not 

see such experiences as essential to his faith, which is more juridical in character 

than existential.  In an ironic reversal, Lickona writes about his years at a 

traditionalist Catholic college in Southern California and about his present day 

experiences of celebrating the Tridentine Mass in the same nostalgic, romantic 

terms many of the other authors reserve for their Catholic childhoods. 
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 Lickona’s experience not withstanding, enough of these young adult 

authors view their childhood with such nostalgia, longing, and mystery to warrant 

consideration.  Bregman asks whether these two approaches to the past—the 

original vision and the lack thereof—might be understood “in the light of a major 

religious division.”  She questions whether the “original vision” model might in 

some sense be “a Catholic pattern” in that “it emphasizes continuity between 

nature and grace, between human capacity for faith…and God’s action through 

that capacity as given in infancy.”137 In other words, do Catholics find the past 

more trustworthy because the sacramental imagination emphasizes the revelatory 

rather than the fallen nature of creation, because it perceives all of reality as 

infused with God’s grace and presence?  The postconciliar autobiographies appear 

to lend support to this theory.  

 

Individuative and Conjunctive Faith:  Fowler’s Stages Four and Five 

In the last chapter, James Fowler’s Faith Stages One and Two, Intuitive-

Projective and Mythic-Literal Faith respectively, were applied to the faith 

formation of Catholic children and to the memories of childhood faith recounted 

by the young adult autobiographers.  It was argued that even while Fowler’s 

model fails to appreciate or account for Catholic sacramentality and is biased 

toward a normative Protestant view of religiosity, it has some limited applicability 

to the developmental processes outlined in the autobiographies.  The 
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shortcomings of Fowler’s model will be supplemented by recourse to other 

theorists at the conclusion of this chapter.   

Although Fowler’s third faith stage, Synthetic-Conventional Faith, is less 

in evidence among the life writings of these young adult Catholic authors than are 

Stages One and Two and (soon to be dealt with) Stages Four and Five, it is worth 

some attention.  Fowler considers Stage Three to be “conformist” in so far as the 

Synthetic-Conventional person is “acutely tuned to the expectations and 

judgments of significant others” but does not yet possess a firm enough grasp of 

his or her “own identity…to construct and maintain an independent 

perspective.”138  He observes Synthetic-Conventional faith arising in adolescence 

but notes that for some adults it becomes a state of permanent equilibrium. While 

beliefs and values may be strongly held by persons at Stage Three “there has not 

yet been occasion to step outside of them to reflect on or examine them explicitly 

or systematically.”139  Fowler suggests that this stage presents a particular danger 

when the “expectations and evaluations of others” become so entrenched and 

sacralized as to thwart later development of autonomous judgment.140  Therefore, 

this is the stage of development when persons are considered most susceptible to 

manipulation by ideologues and charismatic personalities both religious and 

secular. 

 Perhaps Stage Three Synthetic-Conventional Faith does not figure largely 

in the postconciliar autobiographies because persons simply overlook it when 
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constructing their narratives, focusing instead on the intense and magical 

experiences of childhood and the more personally meaningful and integrative 

faith of adulthood.  However, as Fowler’s model preferences individualistic 

experiential modes of religiosity, it is worth considering how Stage Three might 

apply to persons in religious traditions that value the collective, hierarchical, and 

the juridical.  Of all the autobiographies in this study, Matthew Lickona’s 

Swimming with Scapulars is one that ostensibly exhibits features of Fowler’s 

Stage Three.  Throughout his autobiography, which spans his childhood to young 

adult fatherhood, Lickona looks first and foremost to traditional sources of 

authority—namely, the teaching church and his parents—in matters moral, 

religious and otherwise.  Yet, unlike Fowler’s Synthetic-Conventional persons, he 

is willfully deferential to these authority figures and does not display the 

intellectual indolence exemplified by Fowler’s Synthetic-Conventional adult 

subjects.  Rather, Lickona’s embrace of neo-orthodox Catholicism appears mostly 

self-conscious, and he shows himself to be quite intellectually nimble and 

vigilant, particularly when defending his religious beliefs.  Lickona sees his 

acquiescence to the teaching church as a way of challenging a cultural clime he 

finds baneful.  Of his position he writes, “if some of us resist assimilation, why 

should we be surprised when the assimilating world hates us?”141  What Fowler 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
141 Lickona, 277.  Phrases like “those hated Catholics” and “those awful 
Catholics” are repeated throughout Lickona’s book.  I have found a supposed 
hatred of Catholics to be a recurring theme among neo-orthodox Catholic writings 
(for instance, this appears in Shannon Berry’s autobiographical essay).  These 
authors seem to equate the wider culture’s distaste for their beliefs and lifestyle 
with the kind of animus that existed toward Catholics among the nativists of the 
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might regard as an immature form of faith, Lickona would consider radically 

countercultural and wear as a badge of honor.   

At several points in his musings, Lickona demonstrates the kind of critical 

interrogation of religious meanings that typifies Fowler’s next stage, 

Individuative-Reflective Faith.  However, in spite of his mental agility, he often 

stifles his own reflection by reverting to the canned answers of his parents, or by 

capitulating to the official teachings of the Magisterium, or by deriding his 

questions as “goofy stuff; why am I so troubled.  Suddenly I forget the historical 

fact of Jesus Christ; the marvelous integrity of the Catholic account of the 

world.”142  In order for Individuative-Reflective Faith to emerge, Fowler says 

“there must occur an interruption in reliance on external sources of authority.”143  

This stage is therefore characterized by a critical distancing of oneself from one’s 

previously implicit belief system.144  In Stage Four, sacred symbols are 

interrogated and ultimately regarded as separable from the meanings they 

mediate.  Fowler writes,  “in the face of a liturgical ritual or a religious symbol” 

the Individuative-Reflective person asks, “But what does it mean?”145 

Consequently, Stage Four is often accompanied by feelings of “loss, dislocation, 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
nineteenth century.  Their experience of being Catholic is of being a member of 
an oppressed and mistrusted minority.   
142 Ibid., 203.   
143 Fowler, 179. 
144 Ibid. Again, this does not neatly apply to Lickona whose beliefs are rather 
explicitly held.  
145 Ibid., 180. 
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grief and even guilt” as the Individuative-Reflective person relinquishes values 

previously held sacred.146 

Fowler writes that the ideal time for the appearance of Individuative-

Reflective faith is during the mid to late-twenties or what we would now call, 

after developmental psychologist Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, “emerging adulthood.”  

Jensen Arnett proposed emerging adulthood in 2000 as a new developmental 

period bridging adolescence and adulthood in developed societies where the 

median age for marriage and childrearing has increased greatly over the last half-

century.147  Emerging adults cannot be considered adolescents because they are 

much freer from parental control, yet they are not properly adults because they 

have not attained the societal markers of adult status (i.e., a stable career, 

marriage and a family).  Jensen Arnett claims that exploration is the central 

feature of this stage of development.148  In work, love, and perhaps especially in 

religion, emerging adults are trying out various options before settling on one.  

Though it is a period ripe with potential, emerging adulthood is also a time of 

anxiety and frustration, as many emerging adults are uncertain where all their 

explorations will lead.149 

After graduating college, Sarah Albertini-Bond felt “restless in [her] soul.”  

She writes that she no longer found attending Mass meaningful, but continued to 

go out of habit.  Around this time, she signed up for spiritual counseling, and was 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
146 Ibid. 
147 Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, Emerging Adulthood: The Winding Road From the Late 
Teens to the Early Twenties (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 4-5.   
148 Ibid., 3. 
149 Ibid. 



	
  

72	
  

assigned a man studying to be a Jesuit.  She explained to her spiritual director that 

she felt there was a whole religious buffet before her, but she had been eating the 

same bland meal all her life and was now finding it unfulfilling.  “Go to the 

buffet,” he advised.  In the next few years, Albertini-Bond sampled synagogues, 

mosques, Quaker meetinghouses, and an Evangelical revival, Buddhism, 

Unitarianism, neopaganism, and no religion at all.  In the end she concluded, “the 

[Catholic] church and I need each other.  Without each other, we are incomplete, 

and with each other we inspire the other to do better while reaching out to the 

other.”150  Her exploring had brought her back to where she had begun, and she 

found a communal body that was incomplete without her and without which she 

was incomplete.  Moreover, she became aware of how, in relationship to one 

another, both she and the church are roused toward self-transcendence. 

For many of the ponstconciliar young adult autobiographers in this study, 

at the end of all their exploring in emerging adulthood, they find themselves 

where they started, and in the words of T.S. Eliot, “know the place for the first 

time.”  As the name of Fowler’s Fifth Stage suggests, Conjunctive Faith is an 

integrative faith stage that hearkens back to earlier stages and synthesizes them 

into a new whole.  The crisis of Stage Four that leads to the emergence of Stage 

Five involves the disquieting bubbling up of “elements from a childish past, 

images and energies from a deeper self.”  Of this transition, Fowler writes, 

“stories, symbols, myths and paradoxes from one’s own or other traditions may 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
150 Sarah Albertini-Bond, “The Religious Buffet,” in From the Pews in the Back, 
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insist on breaking in upon the neatness of previous faith.”151  The Individuative-

Reflective person is ready for something new when they are no longer content 

with the impotence of symbols and meanings that they themselves control.  When 

the individual is willing “to give reality the initiative in the act of knowing,” he or 

she is ready for Stage Five.152  Though as Fowler avers, this leap is only possible 

if persons have in some sense been grasped by “the trustworthiness of the 

known,” that is, they have come to understand reality as disclosing divine 

purpose.   

One hallmark of Conjunctive faith is a religiously pluralistic outlook 

wherein one truly accepts and appreciates other traditions, while still maintaining 

spiritual integrity and a certain fidelity to one’s own tradition.  According to 

Fowler, Stage Five persons understand that “the relativity of religious traditions 

that matters is not their relativity to each other, but their relativity—their relate-

tivity—to the reality which they mediate.”153  Conjunctive persons are therefore 

open to meaningful encounters with outside traditions, though Fowler is keen to 

indicate that this openness “implies no lack of commitment to one’s own truth 

tradition.”  Rather, it issues directly from the Conjunctive stage’s “confidence in 

the reality mediated by its own tradition.”154  Moreover, the Stage Five individual 

has come to mistrust the neat separation of “symbol and symbolized” that typified 

Stage Four Individuative Reflexive faith, and desires to “resubmit to the initiative 
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of the symbolic.”  Fowler likens this postcritical position to Paul Ricouer’s 

“second naïveté” in that “it carries forward the critical capacities and methods of 

the previous stage, but it no longer trusts them except as tools to avoid self-

deception.”155  Fowler considers Stage Five unusual before mid-life, but as the 

boundaries between faith stages are much more pervious than Fowler ostensibly 

allows for, elements of Conjunctive faith can be seen in the life writings of 

postconciliar young adult Catholics.  

 

When Peter Manseau reached his teens, his “early fascination with ritual 

began to be stifled by the questions of an adolescent mind.”  In place of his 

boyhood love for Mass-going, he remembers, “I simply, suddenly had come to 

hate church. The exact details of worship that had so entranced me five or six 

years before then aroused in me a physical, visceral reaction.”156  By the time 

Manseau and his two siblings were confirmed in the church, they viewed the 

sacrament as nothing more than “a license to leave it all behind.”  Beyond just 

teenage rebellion, Manseau’s growing distaste for the Catholic faith was 

compounded by the institutional church’s rejection of his mother and father’s 

union and their “bastard” children.  He came to view the church as 

“dysfunctional” and devotion to it as “nothing so much as the enablement of an 

abusive spouse.”157 
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Following his confirmation in late adolescence, Manseau enrolled at the 

University of Massachusetts Amherst with a major in archaeology.  It was in this 

context that he studied ancient Greek and Hebrew and read scripture in the 

original languages for the first time.  The experience, he recalls, was like “looking 

through the veil,” and it occurred to him that his father must have had a similar 

experience during his seminary education.  Shortly afterward, Manseau changed 

his major to religion, and although in his coursework he was “grappling with 

religion in general terms” he still regarded “particular belief—my parents’ belief 

especially—with head shaking frustration.”158  He remembers very distinctly, 

however, the words of his Hebrew teacher, a former map reader for the Israeli 

army:  “You look and you see this puzzle in front of you and you tell me ‘…it 

means nothing!’  But I tell you, you must look and look until it has meaning!”159  

In studying Hebrew, Manseau’s instructor emphasized the need to “decipher,” and 

this was soon to become his approach to excavating his hereditary Catholicism. 

While still a newly minted religion major, Manseau’s “Buddhist Thought” 

class made what would prove a portentous field trip to a nearby zendo.  At the end 

of the meditation session, the Japanese roshi asked the group of visiting students 

if they had any questions.  One female student volunteered: “I was raised 

Catholic. But I’m not anymore.”  Manseau remembers his ears perking up but his 

eyes rolling at the cliché; “former Catholics” were legion at U Mass.  The student 

continued, “I took this class because I’m thinking about becoming a Buddhist.  Is 
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there a place I should start?”  “Yes!” the roshi shouted and what followed startled 

everyone:  “Go to church! Be what you are and then maybe you will be 

Buddhist.”  This first memorable adult encounter with religious paradox Manseau 

initially dismissed as some kind of clever Zen koan:  “That’s how far I’d come 

since the days I had the Mass memorized: the idea of going to church had become 

to me as impossible a notion as the sound of one hand clapping.”160 

Through his academic studies of religion, Manseau’s interest in Buddhism 

grew.  He remembers spending long hours in the library consuming books on 

Buddhist philosophy and discovering himself in the process:  “I could’ve stayed 

in the stacks all day, not quite praying, but filled with gratitude. Thank you, thank 

you, thank you. Wait a minute—thank who?”161  His astonishment was due to the 

assumption that he “left God back home” with his parents in Boston.  While 

pouring over a list of Westerners who had been attracted to Buddhism, he 

discovered the name of one Thomas Merton:   

I thought I knew everything about the church, as if such knowledge came 
genetically.  And yet I knew nothing of this man.  It made me wonder: 
when I rejected my parents’ faith, did I even know what I was trying not to 
be? … There, in my Buddhist hideout, I began to get nervous.  Maybe 
there was no running away. 

 
There was indeed “no running away,” not even for this competitive Cross Country 

athlete.  During his evening training runs on the western Massachusetts roadways, 

the “bits of Buddhist wisdom” Manseau had acquired during the day “slipped 

away” as the words of the Mass “welled up” inside him.  As cars passed 
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dangerously close to him in the dusk light, the words of the pre-communion 

prayer marked his stride:  Lord, I am not—step, step—worthy—step, step—to 

receive you.162  The embodiment of sacred presence that was so much a part of 

Manseau’s childhood faith formation had done its job. 

Compelled to learn more about the Trappist Merton, Manseau sought out 

and devoured The Seven Storey Mountain and Merton’s Asian Journal.  

Following, he realized that unlike some of the other “spiritual dabblers” he had 

been reading about: 

Merton understood that the way to understand another religious tradition 
was to be fully engaged with his own.  I came to accept that when he 
wrote G O D he meant God, and when he wrote C H U R C H, he really 
did mean the church.  And the fact that I could not easily dismiss him 
challenged me to wonder for the first time what those worlds meant when 
I used them.163  
 

The omnipresence of Merton and his God prods Manseau to ask, “had I been 

rebelling against God the Father, or merely my father?  Were my struggles with 

the faith theological or psychological?...Or could it be that…questions about God 

are always questions about family.”  With this insight, Manseau sets the 

foundation for an authentic adult relationship with God, one that is no longer a 

mere projection and recursive reenactment of his family dynamic. 

 Manseau eventually came to interpret his powerful affinity with Thomas 

Merton as a call to religious life.  In fact, he recalls feeling “alternately charmed 

by and doomed to the life [Merton] described.”  In an effort to discern whether or 

not he held a true vocation, Manseau decided to spend a month at a Trappist 
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monastery in Spencer, Massachusetts.  One night in the abbey chapel, Manseau 

has an intense religious experience that he interprets as Christ calling him to live 

out his vocation in the secular world.  Afterwards, he returns to his college 

apartment with its “gaudy” Sacred Heart painting hanging on the wall above his 

bed (“a parody of the kind that once hung in my grandparents’ kitchen…except 

that I was completely sincere in my desire to understand devotion to such an 

image”), prays the liturgy of the hours using his father’s breviary, and awaits 

further moments of revelatory grace in his life.  Another arrives at Midnight Mass 

with his parents back home in suburban Boston:   

Seeing the ways in which tradition—always mediated, often scripted, by 
definition formulaic—could serve as context for interactions that were 
spontaneous, unexpected, ultimately mysterious, I became more aware of 
the paradox of belief, of the way lives and stories with no apparent 
connection to our own can nonetheless shape who we are.164 

 
Now alive to paradox, cognizant of the sacred story he inhabits and that shapes 

him, and aware of the workings of God in the most mundane arenas of life, 

Manseau had indeed come home and “knew the place for the first time.”  In 

composing his spiritual autobiography, Vows, with its backwards loop not only to 

his personal past, but also to his parents’ past and to the recent past of Catholicism 

in America, Manseau knit all the threads together into one existence held whole. 

 

Called to Conversion 

Like that of most Catholics, my conversion has been a gradual process of 
identifying God’s presence in my life.  I don’t have one date in mind, 
although I can recount with the same enthusiasm as my born-again friends 
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specific moments of grace, when I was shocked by the direct current of 
God’s electricity and energy in this world.   

—Therese Borchard Johnson, Winging It 
 
As her confirmation approached, Eileen Campbell felt the “weight of the 

tradition bearing down” on her.  She explained to her father that if he insisted on 

her being confirmed, he should know that she would be “standing up there in 

front of the entire congregation and lying to them, not to mention the priest, and 

the bishop, and our extended family…”  “Okay,” was his only reply.165 

 Looking back over a decade later, Campbell is relieved to have acquiesced 

to her father’s wishes in deciding to be confirmed.  In spite of all her “small, 

unsuccessful rebellions as a kid,” she writes that the rest of her life as a Catholic 

has involved, “small moments that have brought me closer to a reconciliation with 

where I came from.”166  She recites a litany of such instances of God’s grace 

working in her life:  a “moment of conflict in college” where she realized that her 

family’s values “were not universal,” an evening in Jerusalem when she “looked 

out over the city of David at dusk” and realized how much the Christian story 

meant to her, an experience at a family reunion in Donegal when heaven and earth 

momentarily coalesced:  “standing on my great-grandparents’ grave, looking out 

at the green-brown hills while the priest recited the Our Father in Gaelic, I felt 

that praising is also powerfully connected to rootedness—to family and tradition, 
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and also to the earth.”167  Her roots were in the Catholic tradition were firmly 

planted. 

 Convertere, from the Latin, means “to turn around” and can indicate a 

turning towards or away from something.  For Campbell “turning back toward 

Catholicism has been not so much a process of letting it in as discovering that it is 

already there.”  She finds it in her “blood and bones and sinews and inner world” 

in spite of what seemed her “best efforts to keep it out.”168  As it did for Manseau 

and several of these authors, Campbell’s childhood faith formation had fixed 

sacred presence in her body and imagination and now its pull was experienced as 

inescapable.  Her earliest faith had been latently present all along and its elements 

were now coalescing and demanding emergence as a whole self and a new 

creation.   

Campbell is aware of the certain surrender of one’s autonomy that the 

conversion process requires, and writes that rather than making her feel small, this 

surrender of self feels “expansive.”  However, she admits that this process of 

surrender is not uncomplicated nor for her complete:  

The Catholic Church as an institution holds firmly to policies of exclusion 
toward women and gays that I find abhorrent and irreconcilable with the 
radically inclusive message of the gospels.  That I tentatively call myself 
Catholic now does not mean that I have reconciled those things with the 
rest of what it means to be Catholic.  Instead I have sought out different 
models of being within the Catholic Church.169 
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In spite of her ‘dissent from within’ position, Campbell avers that she no longer 

seeks “answers now in the same way that I did as a teenager—I have more room 

for contradiction, for the push and pull of living in two worlds, two times, two 

histories.”170  She also acknowledges that “those aspects of my tradition that 

sometimes alienate me also challenge me to go deeper, to reckon creatively with 

the space between the church’s vision and the world as I see it.”  Indeed, as 

Lawrence Cunningham writes:  “None of us who claim to be Catholic resonates 

with all the metaphors of Catholicism…some of them may repel…They are there, 

however, and amid their ‘thereness’ we walk.”171 As an adult, Campbell has 

chosen to walk amid the ‘thereness’ of the metaphors of Catholicism and to carry 

out her reckoning within the folds of the church because while her adolescent self 

once thought it possible to leave Catholicism behind for another Christian 

denomination, her “twenty-eight year old self doesn’t really think that’s possible 

anymore.”172  

 This sense of inescapably belonging to the church and being challenged by 

it in ways both productive and edifying, inhibiting and discouraging, is present 

among many of the young adult autobiographers.  Deborah Heimel writes, “I have 

tried other churches, worshiped in a variety of places and styles. None of these 

feel like a religious home to me. The Catholic Church is my fallible, often 

frustrating vehicle to God.”173  Nancy Olivas likens the church to an abusive 
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partner, but writes that she cannot stay away from the Eucharist for long.174  Kate 

Henley Averett is angry and hurt by a church that seems to work hard at every 

turn “to offend and alienate” gay members like herself and yet the Mass “just 

seems to breathe home.”175  Gay Catholic theology teacher Bryan Cones cannot 

abandon his “religious family” and stays put with the hope that someday he 

“might be accepted.”176  Eileen Markey considers how deciding to raise her son 

Catholic is like deciding whether she would do it all over again herself and 

concludes that she “can’t imagine keeping this faith from him. There is nothing 

that can take the place of the Eucharist. It’s sacramental.”177  Besides, she writes, 

“the idea of growing up without Catholicism seems like a great void, the ultimate 

white bread.”178 

In his work, Christian Conversion, professor of theology Walter Conn 

presents an interdisciplinary philosophical and developmental framework for 

understanding conversion as a radical drive for self-transcendence that leads to 

authentic self-realization.  The call to conversion, he alludes, arises from the 
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recognition of “a gap between the self one is and the self one could, and indeed, 

out to be.”179  Conn describes the conversion process as follows: 

The concrete personal conscience responds to value as embodied in 
concrete, affective images, symbols and stories.  As one appropriates these 
living carriers of value by decision and action as well as through feelings 
and understanding, one’s moral consciousness gradually takes concrete 
shape, once becomes a certain “sort of person.”180 

 
The process of spiritual growth described in the postconciliar autobiographies 

manifests many characteristics of Conn’s conversion.  Most notably, these young 

adults are seen appropriating the images and stories of their inherited tradition, the 

“living carriers of value,” by choice and action as well as through feeling and a 

deepening understanding.  

Conn indicates that there are two aspects of conversion:  cognitive and 

affective.  With recourse to Thomas Merton’s spiritual autobiography, The Seven 

Story Mountain, Conn shows how Merton was first cognitively converted to 

Catholicism through his discovery of medieval philosophy.  Similarly, Peter 

Manseau’s autobiography attests to how his adult conversion came about through 

his discovery of Buddhist philosophy and Thomas Merton.  However, Conn is 

careful to specify that conversion “is never purely an intellectual affair.”  To be 

authentic and complete, the cognitively converted person must be affectively 

converted by “letting love become the central reality, the dynamic principle of 
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one’s life.”  As a “fully personal reality,” conversion must be concurrently and 

thoroughly cognitive and affective.181   

Narrative theologian Alexander Lucie-Smith also maintains that 

conversion arises from the need to bridge the self one is with the self one ought to 

be.  At each stage of human development, the unconscious past gives rise to crises 

that demand successful resolution before forward movement can proceed.  He 

outlines this dynamic through a close analysis of the preeminent example of a 

spiral spiritual autobiography, Augustine’s Confessions.  Similarly, in Through 

the Landscape of Faith, Lucy Bregman points to Augustine’s unhappy, sinful 

past—a past in which God was only “elusively present”—as providing the 

impetus for the thrust forward that led him to conversion.182  Because of the 

recognition of this fissure between the present self and the desired self, Lucie-

Smith maintains that “Augustine’s people” i.e., Christians, are divided selves—

people who stand between two worlds, between the old and the new, “between 

renewal and decay.”183  This divided self can be made whole through the 

“invention (or the discovery)” of a narrative.  In this way, the spiritual 

autobiographer is not merely creating a story, they are bringing a self into being 

that did not exist whole before the act of authorship.  In this act of “authorial 

creation,” we discover God for we discover ourselves and uncover our true 

identity in God.184   
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Lawrence Cunningham writes that “there is an apologetic value in hearing 

the lives of great Christians…Many of us, however, are not “great” Christians; we 

know it, and alas, we underestimate our story.”185  The young adults authors in 

this study are not the spiritual heavyweights that are St. Augustine or Thomas 

Merton, and for most if not all of them, full religious conversion has yet to be 

accomplished in their lives.  Nevertheless, their stories read together and analyzed 

as a corpus are tremendously valuable in revealing conversion in process.  In spite 

of how these stories align with movement through his faith stages, Fowler might 

consider the experiences of these young adult autobiographers, mere 

intensification experiences rather than true conversions.  Fowler understands 

intensification experiences to involve elaboration and reappropriation of latently 

existing patterns of commitment from earlier stages, and he reserves the term 

“conversion” for “sudden or gradual processes that lead to significant changes in 

the contents of faith.”186  Fowler’s definition of conversion emphasizes the new—

“new center of value, images of power, and decisive master story.”187  However, 

the emergent process of recapitulating the past in order to resolve its conflicts and 

reappropriate its gifts, on which Fowler’s Eriksonian model relies, is best 

symbolized by the spiral.  The “new” only comes about through the 

reorganization and revalencing of the old.  Hence, as Lucy Bregman points out 

the “new life in Christ” that comes about through conversion would paradoxically 
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“be my own oldest, earliest, most fundamental life.”188  As we gradually come to 

identify our personal stories with the story of Jesus, we find that our story, like 

His, paradoxically ends with a beginning. 

Once at a teen spiritual retreat, Rebecca Lynne Fullan heard a homily that 

she remembered from that day forward.  “In a few moments you will come up 

here and receive Communion,” the priest reminded the listless teens shrinking in 

the summer heat, “the celebrant will say, ‘The Body of Christ.’ But what if we 

said, ‘You are what you celebrate. This is Who you really are.’ What if we said 

that instead?”  The words roused Fullan from her noonday stupor and stuck with 

her over the years.  Though it was only as an adult that she could assimilate their 

radical message.  Drawing her always back toward him is Christ, whose story she 

lives, whose flesh she ingests, and whose life forms her inmost self.  “I could give 

up being Christian altogether,” she writes, “if it weren’t for this God-man.”  

However, when she “marks the Sundays” without bothering to head down to the 

church and goes weeks or even months without attending to her spiritual self 

suddenly, she writes “there’s a Somebody I’m longing to see. Despite skepticism. 

Despite dissent. Despite an honest belief that no religious system is better than 

any other. Because he’s crazy like a fox, sparkling like a deity, beautiful like a 

man. Because he has a hundred stories from just a handful of words in the 

dust.”189 
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CHAPTER 5 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
 

I could walk away; I could. But there it is nonetheless, and there I fear and hope it 
will remain.  Look. Can you see it? Here in this chest, in this body, in my skin: 
that red light. Flickering. Burning. Oh, Jesus Christ, You sweet disruption. You 
forcible sacrament. And I for you, lit up, despite everything. This Catholic girl, all 
grown.    —Rebecca Lynne Fullan, “Red Light District” 

 
 

 Surprisingly, the heavy oak door was unlocked.  Coming inside from the 

sundrenched late afternoon air, we found the vestibule with its flagstone floor 

cool.  Though I had been here only once in the past fifteen years, the place was 

exactly as it always was in my imagination.  The table inside was lined with the 

customary mix of vocational brochures featuring smart young men smiling in 

Roman collars, pro-life pamphlets with images of infants in utero, and pastel-

toned prayer cards to various saints.  I stuffed a few of the saint cards in my purse.  

Along with these standard offerings was a stack of photographic prints of the 

sanctuary decorated for Christmas.  They were captioned: St. Bertha’s Roman 

Catholic Church/ Tuscarora, Pennsylvania/ 1922-2008.  I picked one up and 

clutched it to me.   

 When we entered the sanctuary, the scent of incense and beeswax mixed 

with carpet cleaner was so unexpectedly familiar I felt my knees give way.  “Just 

a quick stop,” I had told my soon-to-be-spouse, “so you can see the church I grew 

up in before they close it.”  I was kidding myself.  There was no way to make this 

quick or painless, and the stop was more for me than it was for him.  The late 
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afternoon light that poured in through the stained glass windows reflected gold off 

the pews and warmed the air so pleasingly.  When this was a more active parish, 

the faithful might already be filing in for the Saturday Vigil Mass.  But they 

hadn’t had a Vigil Mass in years and now the place was empty, and 

so…softly…silent.   

 The silence was broken by C Major.  A church organist all throughout his 

teens, my fiancé had thrown the dust cover off the organ and began pounding out 

such soul-stirring hymns as, “Let There Be Peace on Earth,” “The Hymn of Saint 

Francis,” and “Here I am Lord.”  I stood paralyzed in the middle of the aisle 

facing the altar and suddenly saw myself at every stage of my spiritual formation:  

Reaching into the open casket laid before the altar to traipse my five year old 

fingers across the cool cement hand of Father Joe, our first pastor, who baptized 

me in the font now just to my left.  Kneeling on the hard kneeler in the dark 

confessional behind me professing my peccadilloes to our second pastor, Father 

John.  Standing before the altar in scratchy white tulle tasting the bland, starchy 

host on my tongue for the first time.  Nervously squirming in the first pew with 

my best friend Krista, ungainly and awkward looking in spite of the wreath of red 

carnations in our hair, reciting rote bits of the catechism before the bishop.  And 

many years later, with eyes fixed on the cross draped casket holding my father’s 

body, choking on tears and the words of the hymn …Be not afraid, I go before 

you always. Come follow me, and I will give you rest. 

 I was baptized here at St. Bertha’s.  My parents were married here.  (In 

that order.)  My siblings and I received our First Penance, First Communion and 
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Confirmation here amid our closest childhood friends.  We lit candles in the 

devotional chapel for our deceased relatives and were enchanted by the life-size 

statues of St. Anne, Mary, and Jesus as well as the doll-like figurines of St. Martin 

of Tours, the Infant of Prague, and St. Patrick.  We made felt banners in the 

rectory basement during CCD classes and ate haluski and danced to the polka 

bands at the summer church picnic in the grove out back.  We knelt reverently in 

the candlelight of Midnight Mass and sprung to our feet when the lights came up 

and the bells rang to announce the birth of Christ.  We squeezed into the crowded 

pews and belted out our Alleluias on Easter morning.  My father’s Mass of 

Resurrection was celebrated here.  If the church were not being closed that 

Summer of 2008, I would be married here the following spring.   

 I experience the closing of my childhood parish with the same grief that I 

experience the loss of my father, who was killed in a car accident in 2004.  Just as 

when my father visits my dreams, as he frequently does, I feel a happy reversal of 

tragic fate, so it is when my dreams transport me to St. Bertha’s.  I search and 

search and finally find the little church tucked amid the tree lined streets of this 

coal mining patch.  When I enter, the interior is of Gothic proportions and is 

packed with joyful souls making the most joyful sound.  I am welcomed here as I 

have never been anywhere in waking life, and here I eat the flesh of Christ, drink 

His blood, and am satiated for the first and only time.  I am the bread of life, who 

eats from me shall not hunger, and who believes in me shall not thirst… 

 It was not always so.  In my teens and early twenties, I found little reason 

to partake of life abundant and things eternal.  Life was already overwhelming 
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enough and in the midst of the chaos, it never occurred to me that I might take 

solace in my inherited faith.  If someone were to ask (though no one ever did) I 

probably would have said I was atheist.  In retrospect, I see that it was not so 

much that I did not believe in God, but that I was angry with God and hadn’t 

really examined what I believed.  And with some emerging self-awareness, I now 

recognize that I was not so much angry with God as I was just angry.  I was 

running from my past, from my family, and anything that tied me to either.  I was 

seeking freedom, but what I found was compounding paralysis. 

 In my late teens and early twenties, I bounced around the country, first 

New York, then Louisiana, finally landing in Philadelphia.  My Catholicism was 

following me, though I was not aware of it.  More specifically, it was my patron 

saint, Elizabeth Ann Seton who accompanied me in my flight.  I didn’t realize it 

until a few months before I was married.  That’s when my fiancé presented me 

with a corroded little saint medal that he had picked up off the floor of a car wash.  

“I think it’s Saint Anne,” he said.  I soaked it in some jewelry cleaner to find that 

it was in fact an image of “Blessed Elizabeth Ann Seton.”  Canonized in 1975, 

after the medal was forged, she was my patron saint from childhood.  I once knew 

her story well as it was told in my little children’s version with the pink and blue 

cover.  I had not thought of her since that time.  Determined at that moment to 

learn more about her, I began some hasty research and found that wherever I ran 

over the last several years, she was already there, waiting.   

 First, she was waiting in New York.  At eighteen, riding the Staten Island 

ferry back and forth each day to my waitressing job in Manhattan, I felt 
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inexorably drawn to a small red brick church across from the ferry terminal.  It 

was nestled at the base of a pack of ice-blue glass skyscrapers in the Financial 

District, and I was vaguely aware that it was a Catholic church.  One day I 

summoned the daring to climb the steps to the door, but when I heard singing 

coming from inside, I turned around.  I could enter an empty church, but I was not 

prepared to attend Mass.  When I researched Mother Seton’s life all those years 

later, I learned that this church was once her home and was now a shrine 

containing several of her relics.  After New York, I fled to Shreveport, Louisiana, 

where my brother was stationed in the Air Force.  I lived there for four years 

before returning to the Northeast to study design at Temple University.  After the 

presentation of the medal, I learned that in addition to being my patron saint, 

Maryland native Elizabeth Ann Bayley Seton was oddly and inexplicably the 

patron of the city of Shreveport, Louisiana. 

 It was the nuns at St. Jerome’s Catholic school that assigned Elizabeth 

Seton as my patron.  In the second grade, they told my mother that I was a 

“prayerful” child as I spent many quiet moments in the “prayer corner” of our 

classroom.  When I was diagnosed with ADD as an adult, I came to see those 

moments in the prayer corner, with its mix of stuffed toys and saint statuettes, as a 

way of calming my monkey mind and avoiding the assigned academic tasks that 

demanded a mental clarity I could not muster.  Nevertheless, I did possess a 

powerful religious imagination at that age.  When Good Friday afternoon rolled 

around, I could be found on my knees on the floor of my sister’s bedroom gazing 

into the forest behind our house tears streaming down my face as I prayed to my 
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Lord who at that very moment was dying on a cross so that I might live.  On 

Christmas Eve, my sister and I sat in my darkened bedroom around the little tree 

we had set up and decorated ourselves praying to our Lord who at that very 

moment was coming into the world as a helpless mortal so that we helpless 

mortals might know life eternal.  As a child, I understood and lived these truths in 

a way I have not since. 

 When my parents determined that they could no longer afford Catholic 

school tuition, I was enrolled in public school.  I was in the third grade, and I 

experienced this move as Shannon Berry experienced her family’s conversion to 

Pentecostalism, as a betrayal that separated me from the sacred.  For as young 

adult author Sarah Keller writes of her Catholic education: “What we are taught 

as easily as biology, as matter-of-factly as mathematics is a sense of wonder, that 

there is a transcendent and overarching God at play, that love is what propels the 

universe.”190  I felt now separated from that love.  It was a love that was mediated 

through the nuns who taught me.  One tactile memory I have is of Sr. Margaret’s 

rough polyester habit against my cheek as I was frequently wrapping myself 

around the skirts of this towering woman.  Another memory I have is of her long 

bony finger waving too close to my face when she found it necessary to scold me 

in front of the Sacred Heart painting in the hall.  From the nuns I received what I 

needed most: love and discipline.  In public school, I would receive neither (and I 
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and Catholicism, eds.Kate Dugan and Jennifer Owens (Collegeville, MN: 
Liturgical Press, 2009) 39. 



	
  

93	
  

do not fault my teachers.  They were overwhelmed with children who needed both 

love and discipline and were constrained in their efforts to provide either). 

Emerging Catholic 

 In the intervening years between adolescence and my mid-twenties, God 

was dead, and in a certain sense, so was I.  But if I had learned anything from my 

Catholic upbringing, it was that God does not remain dead.  When I was obliged 

to take a semester off of my design studies at Temple for failure to file some form 

or another, I chanced to watch a PBS documentary on the life of John Paul II.  I 

was stunned to discover that my Pope was…a mystic?!  A poet and an 

intellectual?!  This was the leader of my church?  I determined to learn more 

about this faith to which I belonged but up until then had found little use for in my 

life.  The following semester, I registered for “Introduction to World Religions.”  

I was twenty-five.   

 Christy Turlington attributes her realization of “the common sutras or 

threads in all things” to her studies of comparative religion and her practice of 

yoga.  “If being Catholic was originally intended to mean sharing universal 

values,” she writes, “then it is my duty to broaden my mind as much as I possibly 

can.”191  Though I initially enrolled in Intro to World Religions to rediscover 

Christianity, I was initially captivated by Eastern religions.  The graduate student 

who taught my course informed his students that he was writing his doctoral 

dissertation on Zen Buddhism.  I dreamt of being like him one day, and so 

changed my major to religion and got to work reading.  Like Peter Manseau, I 
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spent countless hours in the library stacks pouring over volumes on comparative 

religion, being overcome with gratitude at this expanse that had opened before 

me.  The expanse was not only in the outer world.  My inner world, my very self, 

stretched to take it all in.   

 Halfway through the course the instructor made another, more personal, 

disclosure.  In spite of his intellectual fascination with Buddhist philosophy, he 

remained a practicing Catholic.  Like Turlington, Peter Manseau, Sarah Albertini-

Bond and other of the young adult autobiographers, I began to discover that the 

way to understand and appreciate other faith traditions is to be fully engaged with 

one’s own.  It is therefore not surprising that it was in the Paley Library religion 

stacks where I was most intensely revisited with my early childhood call to 

religious life.  Only now, rather than simple, uncomplicated desire, it was 

experienced with a mix of exhilaration and dread.  I felt, as did Manseau when he 

felt he had a vocation, simultaneously “charmed” by and “doomed” to the 

religious life.  Just as I was seriously being drawn to the Discalced Carmelites, I 

was introduced to a high school science teacher and former church organist who 

saved me in numerous ways. 

 It was at this time that I also began attending Mass again, now at an urban 

parish at 13th and Market Streets in Center City Philadelphia, worlds apart from 

the church I grew up in yet still of the same catholic tradition.  Here, for the first 

time I could recall, I worshipped with Black Catholics, Asian Catholics, gay 

Catholics, homeless Catholics, and a significant number of other young adult 

Catholics.  In this church I could hear philosophically astute homilies from the 
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learned Franciscan in the pulpit, and process to the altar after Mass to kiss a relic 

of a saint I had never heard of.  I would feel welcomed at the beginning of Mass 

with the uplifting, if not mawkish folk hymn, “All are Welcome” and be 

transported to the rafters with the singing of the Sanctus in Latin during the 

Eucharistic rite.  I knew that after tracing a tremendously wide circle, I had finally 

made it back to where I began.  I had lived in many places, but at last I was home. 

 Being home, however, does not always entail comfort.  Even since I have 

returned, I have wanted to leave.  The sexual abuse of children and the cover-up 

by the hierarchy, the closing of St. Bertha’s and a third of the churches in the 

diocese in which I was raised, the “intrinsically disordered” psychology that 

condemns same-sex relations while a significant number of clergy and bishops are 

themselves gay, the maintenance of a misogynistic status quo in the refusal to 

even entertain a dialogue on women’s ordination, the battle between 

traditionalists and progressives over Catholic identity…it often seems all too 

much to bear.  I have reasoned that I could go over to the Eastern Orthodox 

church.  After all, I tell myself:  my father’s side of the family is Orthodox; it’s a 

sacramental church; they have apostolic succession.  Then I ask myself what I 

would be if I worshipped in an Orthodox church, and I answer my own question:  

A Roman Catholic worshipping in an Eastern Orthodox church.  Wherever I go, 

there I am.  The Catholic Church is my spiritual family.  Like Peter Manseau, or 

Nancy Olivas, or Therese Borchard Johnson, I understand the church to be a 

dysfunctional family—an institution addicted to power and presently caught in a 
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self-destructive downward spiral.192  Yet as Matthew Lickona (who in his 

adolescence was inappropriately kissed and caressed by his pastor) writes, 

“outrage is wearying.”  Today, I choose to detach with love and await rock-

bottom, hopeful, though no overly optimistic, that once it arrives healing might 

begin. 

 In a dysfunctional family, it is sometimes necessary to establish 

boundaries for growth and even survival, yet the distance imposed by these 

boundaries is often and inevitably experienced as painful.  The distance between 

my religious family and me is a source of anguish.  Along with Peter Manseau, I 

feel that I am “in the church, but not of it.”  As Eileen Markey attests, when she 

realizes that her church does not want her, “it’s a profoundly lonely feeling.”  Yet 

“the genius of Catholicism,” as Bryan Cones writes in his essay, lies in its 

compulsatory catholicity: “We can’t be Christ’s body without all of us: gay and 

straight, women and men…the whole human hodgepodge.”193  The church and its 

members are inexorably bound up together in this emergent process of “becoming 

Catholic,” of becoming the body of Christ.  To the entangled web of narratives 

and lives that form the Catholic tradition, I add my own. 

∞ 

 When Rebecca Lynne Fullan was a child, her mother took her by the hand 

and pointed to the sanctuary lamp.  “You see?” she asked her daughter “When the 

light’s on, that means that Jesus is in there. You can tell by the red light.”  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
192 Cf. Michael Crosby, The Dysfunctional Church: Addiction and Codependency 
in the Family of Catholicism (Notre Dame, IN: Ave Maria Press, 1991) 
193 Cones, 59. 
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Similarly, when I was young my mother pointed to the red light hanging above 

the tabernacle in St. Bertha’s.  “This church is God’s house,” she explained, “and 

when that light is lit, it means God is home.”  As I stood in the sanctuary of St. 

Bertha’s that perfect afternoon in late Spring of 2008, I took notice of the 

sanctuary lamp burning.  I imagined it being snuffed out by the sacristan just 

before they closed the doors to the church forever:  God does not live here 

anymore.  As Peter Manseau lamented of the parish closings in Boston:  

“Churches are not just brick and mortar but the accumulated hopes and histories 

of families who attend them. To see them shuttered, vacant, razed…is a tragedy.”  

The bishop and officials in charge of the parish closings that Summer of 2008 

were keen to continually remind the grieving faithful that buildings are material 

and thus not spiritual.  How they distort this sacramental faith and underestimate 

the sacramental imagination. 

 In my mind’s eye, I see the sanctuary lamp still suspended there above the 

tabernacle of St. Bertha’s, though now it hangs cold and darkened in a cold and 

darkened church, which, like the tomb, is so…softly…silent.  I am reminded that 

it is into a darkened church, drained of all holy water, and with an empty 

tabernacle that the Paschal candle, the light of Christ, is carried during the Easter 

Vigil.  But where does that eternal flame burn now?  Look. Can you see it? Here 

in this chest, in this body, in my skin: that red light. Flickering. Burning. Oh, 

Jesus Christ, You sweet disruption. You forcible sacrament. And I for you, lit up, 

despite everything. This Catholic girl, all grown. 
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