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PREFACE

This book is one in a series of six books about teenagers for teenagers
by a non-teenager, so most teenagers will be immediately suspicious
of it. After all, many adults talk to teenagers as though they were a
foreign species, far beneath the adult’s normal sphere of experience.
And no one of any age enjoys being talked down to. You can handle a
lot of that patronizing when you're a little kid, but the adult pose wears
thin as you get older and realize that adults do some pretty stupid and
childish things themselves. In fact, the adults who do the dumbest
things are often the ones who enjoy lecturing you the most.

[ do hope that I'll avoid such talking down in these pages. The
fact is, having worked as an educator among teenagers for many years
and still having some very clear, often painful memories of my own
teen years many eons ago, | really don't feel that superior. [ want to
talk with you person to person, as an equal, as a friend, as one who
has known, respected, and learned from many young people.

But, the teen radar counters, what are you selling? Adults are
always trying to get teens to fulfill adult expectations, to conform to
what adults propose, to be nice little boys and girls who don'’t ruffle
any feathers. Adults seem to want teens to stay under their thumbs
and dependent for as long as possible.

True as this motivation may be in some cases, | hope it’s not true
for me. Obviously, | have a vision of life that 'm anxious to share with
you. My credentials are simply that | have experienced more than
most teenagers have just by living longer and that [ have had the good
fortune to know many teenagers rather well over the years. Such expe-
rience doesn’t necessarily make me any wiser, but I hope it has given
me some perspective on life. It is simply this perspective [ want to
share with you in these pages. My aim is that you become more



independent and free-spirited. You can buy some or none of what
follows. I certainly can’t force you. Even if [ could, [ wouldn'’t, because
then the vision would be of no value to you. You have to decide
yourself whether to buy into it.

This book is also suspect because it is about religion and the
teenager, and, for many teenagers, it is simply not cool to show inter-
est in organized religion. Though many teens are interested in spiritual
matters, they often believe that religion is something that's not quite
real. At least, it’s not as real as everyday experiences like family, friends,
foes, school, parties, love, hate, anger, desire, and frustration. But |
have called the series Being Real because the main perspective [ hope
to persuade you to accept is that Catholicism provides the most real
understanding and evaluation of our daily experience as teenagers or
at any age.

To appreciate this claim, we need the willingness to take a longer
view of things. Otherwise, immediate events flood our minds com-
pletely. What [ mean is this: see if you can now recall the occurrence
that seemed the biggest catastrophe in your life, not in the very recent
past but within the last year or two. Perhaps you failed an important
exam or a course and thus blew a reward your parents had promised
you. Or you got grounded for a month for doing something stupid.
Maybe you missed an important shot or messed up your solo, ended
up with a boring date for the school formal, smashed up the car after
spending all your savings on insurance for it, got rejected by a college,
or didn’t get the job. When such events occur, they seem tragedies
whose effects will never be effaced, the most real of real happenings
in our lives.

But with time, with perspective, minor tragedies fade from our
memories and become potholes in the overall course of our lives. A
former student of mine once was grounded for two months and kept
from playing on the basketball team because he brought beer to a
party. Naturally, as a sixteen-year-old, he thought it was the end of the
world. In his case, the incident also proved to be the spark for a vast
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improvement in his studies. A year or so later, | reminded him of it.
“Gee,” he said, “Id forgotten all about that.” This kind of standing back
from our immediate lives to gain an important sense of perspective
and proportion is what I try to help you do throughout this book.

Some of you have experienced tragedy and suffering in your lives
on a larger scale than the examples ['ve given, and the vision I share in
this book can help you find meaning and companionship in those
kinds of tough times. I try in this series to show how the Catholic faith
puts teenage life into a perspective that is both realistic and idealistic,
one that satisfies the best of our human and spiritual desires and
meets our deepest needs. The key to this vision of life is a real person:
Jesus Christ. Christian commitment is, finally, a commitment of the
heart and mind to Christ, who alone deserves that degree of commit-
ment. We only dare claim that the Church is the most real of realists
because the Church is the continuing visible presence of Christ, the
most real of people, the pattern and power for all “being real.” And it
is Christ, who, despite knowing us through and through, challenges
teens today, as he once challenged his followers in Galilee, to become
more real.

Allow me to add two practical points. First, many quotations in
the text are from the New Testament. [ feel that the most effective way
of getting to know and love the person of Jesus Christ is through an
intelligent reading of the reliable written records of those first Chris-
tians who either knew him or knew others who knew him.

If you do not own a copy of the New Testament, I'd encourage
you to buy or borrow one so you can see for yourself what it contains.
If you are unfamiliar with the way of referring to parts of the New
Testament, allow me to explain it briefly. You'll see in your New Testa-
ment that each book is divided into chapters and verses so that each
bit of text has its own number. This numbering system was invented
so that people using different editions of the New Testament in the
same or different languages could refer easily to the same text. Pages
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wouldn’t work because the same quotation number would appear on
different pages in different editions.

The first part of a reference to a particular place in the New
Testament names the book because the Bible is really a collection of
what were once separate books. The first number after the name refers
to the chapter or chapters of the book, and the second number, which
follows the colon, refers to the verse or verses. Thus “John 14:16”
means that the quotation comes from the Gospel of John, chapter 14,
verse 16. “Mark 2:1-12” means that you'll find an example of Christ’s
claiming the power to forgive sins in the Gospel of Mark, chapter 2,
verses 1 through 12. Check out that one now to make sure [ haven’t
made a mistake.

Second, I have generally not quoted other sources in order to
avoid clutter and slowing the reader down. But any idea you find
valuable or useful in this book is not original; it comes from my study
and readings in the Catholic Tradition of the past 2,000 years. That
said, whatever you find confusing or “unreal” probably arises from my
own limitations of thought and expression.
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INTRODUCTION

Catch the Spirit!

Do you ever feel like you're six or seven different people? There’s the
studious you who more or less pays attention in class and does
homework more or less conscientiously. There’s the crazy you who
gyrates wildly at dances and goes nuts at concerts. There’s the rough
you who plays sports and doesn’t back down from challenges. There’s
the tender you who can be oh-so-gentle and affectionate with a
special friend. There’s the quiet, moody you on some family occa-
sions. . . .

Sure, we should behave differently in different situations. But is
there a real you underlying all those roles, any thread connecting
those various activities? Do you sometimes despair of “finding your-
self” your true identity, with so many contrary impulses zipping
through your head? For example, try writing down right now all the
things you were thinking about for the three hours before you sat
down to read. Probably you'll discover, if you can remember at all, a
wild assortment of different desires, judgments, and intentions. 'm
sure you'll discover many good things: deciding to do someone a
favor, hoping you can do well in the game this afternoon, compliment-
ing someone on new clothes. But if you're honest, you'll probably also
discover some mean-spirited items: deciding to mock so-and-so,
heeding the temptation to fantasize about someone else in a sexual
way or yourself in a self-centered way, determining the right lie to tell
to keep you out of trouble at school or at home. What do you focus on,
if anything? Do you deliberately avoid seriously reflecting on what
you're doing so you don'’t have to undergo painful change?

In the seventeenth century, the French philosopher Blaise Pascal
claimed that many people avoid the question of the purpose of their
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lives by giving themselves up to ceaseless external activity. Can’t think
now—gotta get to class, gotta get to practice, gotta call my friends,
gotta catch that show! In America, in the nineteenth century, Thoreau
said something similar: “The mass of men lead lives of quiet despera-
tion” (Walden and Civil Disobedience, p. 5). Are we just hanging out,
hiding out in life? Do we find that certain activities that do not require
much mind power—watching TV, hanging out online, playing video
games—absorb us? Do we think that real thinking, real focus, requires
too much effort? Are we playing at life? My spirit, that is, my inner life
or consciousness, can be disjointed, chaotic, superficial—like a cubist
portrait or a scatter pattern. My spirit can be so purposely dulled that |
go through life mindlessly, responding to whatever happens unreflec-
tively, like an animal, like a dumb bunny. My spirit no longer controls
my actions; they just happen instinctively depending on my mood.

We can become chameleons instead of persons, changing colors
to fit the moment’s environment and to avoid standing out. These
people like to hassle little kids, so I do too. Those other people think
doing well in school is dumb, so [ do too. This group is racist, so [ am
too. That other group is gossipy, so [ am too. I'm red with one set of
friends, blue with another, and green with a third. See? Our identity
can become . . . whatever other people and events want it to
become.

As we settle into the new millennium, many seem discontented
with widespread materialism, consumerism, self-absorption and the
lack of real spiritual or community life. True, many try to find solace in
the latest trend—astrology, Feng Shui, Tarot cards, crystals, out-of-
body-experiences, even angels. All of those, of course, are themselves
commercialized. Although there are elements of truth in some of
those trends, many of them do not require much of a change of heart
or long-term commitment. Still, many people are sincerely searching
for the spiritual, showing renewed interest in more traditional religious
practices.
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Christ remains the key. He is the core answer to “who I am” and
“what | can become.” Sure, you’ll probably flounder a bit longer
before you find your career and feel totally at ease socially. Your plans
and situations may change a dozen times before you “settle down.”
But, in Christ, you will find the thread that always connects all the
different pieces of your life. “And whatever you do, in word or deed, do
everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the
Father through him” (Colossians 3:17).

“Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit
within you, which you have from God?” (1 Corinthians 6:19). Christian
living means that we allow the Spirit of Christ to unify and transform
our inner spirit so that we can follow Christ and be united with him. It
means that we seek this spirit by reflecting on the model of Christ and
by using practical exercises that he has inspired—mental prayer,
examination of conscience, spiritual direction, and the like. The Spirit
of Christ not only gives purpose to our whole life but also gives unity to
our everyday lives, just as school spirit at a rally shows and generates
unity—at least, if it's not too embarrassing.

Christ’s Spirit—the Holy Spirit whom he promises to send—allows
us to see and to experience that God, our loving Father, is always near
us, that we can show our love for God and union with God simply by
fulfilling our various work, study, social, family, civic, and recreational
commitments in a conscientious way. The Christian life should never
be dull. All our daily, life-affirming actions may be accompanied with
prayer in God’s service and offered to God by way of the cross for our
concerns. Our days are adventures in which we, the hero or heroine,
work for the good against what is life-destroying—the evil within us
and outside of us—or, we, the villain, spread destruction and evil or
let it spread.

This book assumes you agree that we must become more Chris-
tian, more Christlike, more fully conformed to Christ, so that we can
become most truly ourselves and fulfill our potential most completely
and ultimately be happy in heaven. This is what we mean by “being
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real”: being our truest and best selves. It assumes we agree that
becoming other Christs, Christ himself, as Saint Paul suggests, is our
goal and that we must now discover how we can reach that goal. (If
you do not agree, you might check out another book in this series,
Teen Life and Christ.) We must decide what attitudes and practices we
require. Otherwise, we will be like the unwise builder in Christ’s
parable, who did not calculate cost in advance and produced only
those dreary abandoned foundations we can still see on city blocks
today.
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OUR REAL
SPIRITUAL SITUATION

Allow me to summarize a few points from another book of this series,
Teen Life and Christ. First, as teens, we're old enough to have to take
Christ seriously—because he takes us very seriously. Second, taking
him seriously includes an effort to know and to follow him. He
requires that we live a morality that conflicts in many ways with the
morality our society practices. He requires that we pray, choose acts of
service over our own wants, and show our love through generous
action. Third, we must make a deep and true commitment to those
truths if we are to have any fighting chance of living them. To recog-
nize the call of Christ is not enough. We must want to respond to it,
not just with our emotions but with our whole being.

But there are two problems with trying to live according to those
ideals. First, our own limitations of mind and heart make it impossible
for us. Second, even if we were perfect human beings, we still couldn’t
do it! Let’s think about each point slowly, for they tell us about our real
situation. If we ignore them in trying to live the spirit of Christ, we’ll
never be able to do it.

The Myth of Self-Sufficiency

As teenagers, we want to be treated as responsible young adults. We
mightily resent being treated or thought of as kids. “Mother, I'm not a
child” has probably escaped our lips or been in our hearts more than
once. Yet in the Gospels, Christ keeps calling his true disciples “little
children.” In Mark’s Gospel, for example, he makes childlikeness a
condition for salvation. “Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the
kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it” (Mark 10:15). Why
does Christ say that we must be as children before God?
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Because we are. In fact, we're babies before God. Think of your own
real experience of baby brothers or sisters or those of friends. Their
neediness is the most obvious fact about them because we constantly
have to respond to it. They need everything to live. They can'’t feed
themselves, dress themselves, clean themselves, or even move them-
selves without our aid. Older children can get along without us, can
reject our advice or authority, can bug us, complain about us, and
report on us. Babies can'’t.

We all once needed others to keep us alive physically. As we
develop, we become more and more independent until we are able to
function on our own. People with disabilities seek out the external
supports, such as motorized wheelchairs or specialized computer
equipment, that will help them achieve the highest degree of autono-
my their situation allows. In fact, not to develop this autonomy is to
retard our maturing. We are proud of our independent achievements.
And yet, even humanly, we remain extremely dependent.

In our teenage years, we pretend to think that we're immortal,
nothing can stop us. But, in fact, disease easily saps our vitality and
endurance. Recently, | heard that a giant young man, who pumped
iron regularly and worked successfully as a bouncer in rowdy college
bars, had suddenly been laid out by a burst appendix. He could
barely move, and all the energy seemed drained from his strong young
body. “I never realized how fragile [ really am,” he remarked.

We don’t need anything quite so drastic to convince us of our
physical limitations. Just recall the last heavy flu you had, how lifeless,
aching, and listless your body felt, how foggy and wandering your
mind was, how depressed your feelings were. Even when you wanted
to put a good face on your sufferings, you often just didn’t have the
willpower.

You're not alone. Look at poor Peter, the first Pope, the rock of
Christ’s Church, during the Last Supper. He sincerely insists that he is
Even though 1

“e

fully committed to Christ. But he said vehemently,
must die with you, I will not deny you.” And all of them said the same”
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(Mark 14:31). Yet a short time later, he falls asleep three times as Christ
goes through his agony, despite the Master’s request that he simply
keep watch. “The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak,”
comments our Lord (Mark 14:38).

Indeed, our weak wills often fail to overcome the tug of the flesh.
Consider again how frequently we have resolved to do better in
studies or sports or in keeping our room neat or in dealing with
people, only to falter and fall back into old, bad habits after a very
short time. Even people of great determination can commonly focus it
on only a few things, the most energetic of them often failing to attain
most of their proposed goals. The myth of our self-sufficiency and the
actual fact of our childlike limitations before the universe are clear
upon the briefest reflection. Nor does the situation change simply
because we get older. I recall hearing a story of an old priest who was
asked what he had learned of human nature from the thousands of
confessions he had heard. The priest’s response was quick: “There are
no grown-ups.”

But even if we were perfect human beings, our nature, like a leash
on a dog, would still severely curb us. We are not our own masters, we
are not our own creators, we are not our own preservers. We cannot
will ourselves beyond the boundaries of human mortality and human
nature. We grow proud if we manage to excel at one or two things: at
studying, competing in sports, playing a musical instrument, playing
video games, snowboarding, woodcrafting, or comic book collecting.
Yet so restricted are we that the brightest and most accomplished of us
are totally ignorant of and unskilled at vast ranges of merely human
knowledge and endeavor. Were not so much of our physical nature
automatic, if we had to will each breath, each heartbeat, each chemi-
cal reaction of the body, we could not concentrate on anything else
and would die within seconds anyway.

As things stand, at one and the same time, we can’t be in two
places, do two things well, or think two different thoughts. Every
decision we make excludes all the other possible choices. Boys can't
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take both Sarah and Linda to the prom (at least not without causing
real problems for themselves). Girls can’t wear two of their new
formals to the same homecoming dance. We can’t go to a concert and
a party that take place simultaneously in different cities. If we choose
one college, then we exclude all the other colleges. If the Bulls are our
team, we can’t logically cheer for the Knicks against them.

To put it another way, living with the Holy Spirit takes more than
clear understanding, an open heart, and dogged determination.
Granted, those qualities will take us far in human quests. If you're
running the mile, a knowledge of conditioning and strategy and a
committed, grit-my-teeth-and-run-'til-I-drop desire may well win the
race after several laps. But you'll end up in the same place you began.
In the spiritual life, we want to get somewhere—our ideal of Christ—
that requires us to fly a great distance, still pumping our legs or
flapping our arms perhaps, but being carried. We are attempting
something beyond our nature, something supernatural. Our natural
qualities of mind and will take us only so far. Relying on them alone,
we soon hit the wall in the spiritual life.

In fact, Christ tells us straight, “Apart from me you can do nothing”
(John 15:5). Nothing. “But,” we respond, “not really nothing—look at
my grades, my athletic trophies, my Scouting awards, my . . .”
Nothing, says our Lord—nothing that can contribute to the growth of
my spirit in you. “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is
perfect” (Matthew 5:48). He wants us not merely to fly spiritually but to
soar like those jets that scratch the heavens. But we can’t even get off
the ground! Nor is the problem exactly new. Saint Paul tells the
Corinthian converts that “it is actually reported that there is sexual
immorality among you, and of a kind that is not found even among
pagans” (1 Corinthians 5:1). They couldn’t follow Christ even with
Saint Paul as their teacher.

In our real neediness and poverty, then, both as limited, non-
necessary beings in the universe and as Christians called to follow the
God-man, we are like children before God. What are we with our slow
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