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Unique in All the World
Fifteen years ago, about four and a half billion people lived
on this global village we call earth. Men, women, boys,
girls—four and a half billion human beings with dreams,
fears, loves, hates, hang-ups, and hopes. Those billions of
people do not include all the human beings who lived on
this earth throughout human history and for the thousands
of years before history was recorded.

More than fifteen years ago, two of those billions of peo-
ple, each with her or his own special history, crossed paths
on a particular day and at a particular place. Out of all the
people in the world, they were drawn together. This man
and this woman began a relationship and a history unique
to them. Against the backdrop of their shared history, they
celebrated their union of spirits by becoming one in body as
well.

When that man and that woman joined in sexual inter-
course, literally millions of possibilities were present. In one
act of sexual intercourse, the man shared millions of sperm
cells with the woman—any one of which might have united
with one of her hundreds of eggs, or all of which might have
died after a short time. Yet one of those sperm cells sur-
vived—one unique from all the others in its potential and its
characteristics. That one sperm cell united with one of the
woman’s equally unique eggs, and the miracle of human cre-
ation began.
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Outside the family you have also been confronted
through the years with new experiences, new challenges,
new feelings. Many ideas you accepted unquestioningly be-
fore, you may now either reject or seriously challenge. Per-
haps life has not been easy for you. And as you enter
adulthood, life will not soon get easier. Yet like all the great
journeys we learn of in history and literature, it is precisely
the challenges, the dangers, and even the pain that make the
journey of life such a grand adventure.

This Course and Your Journey
As you grow through adolescence, a significant part of your
journey will be to look at the deeper meaning of life, to
wrestle honestly with questions you probably never thought
about or took for granted when you were younger.

Perhaps you were raised in a family that faithfully prac-
ticed Catholicism. You learned certain prayers and religious
customs; you attended Mass with your family and made
your first Communion. Maybe you went to a Catholic grade
school or a parish religious education program, where you
learned about the sacraments and beliefs of the church. You
may not have had a lot of questions about religion because
you just accepted what you were taught. 

However, the understandings you had about God and
your religion from childhood were likely quite limited—
probably a mixed bag of some truth, some confused notions,
some genuine understanding, and perhaps some humorous
misunderstandings. Mixed-up religious ideas you might car-
ry from childhood are not necessarily the fault of your par-
ents or religious educators but simply the result of your
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Nine months or so later, a new human being entered the
world—a new human being that shared many of the charac-
teristics of the billions who came before it. Yet this person
was distinct, different, unique. Never before had the world
seen anyone exactly like this human being. Never before
had this special combination of genes and chromosomes,
this combination of blood and bone, this wonderful poten-
tial of talent and gift, been born. Never again in the future
of the world would that miracle be precisely repeated.

That indescribable mystery of some fourteen years ago,
that nearly unimaginable wonder, that never-to-be-repeated
moment, was the birth of someone very special—you. 

The Journey of Your Life
Very possibly you have never thought of your own

birth with a sense of drama or a sense of wonder
and awe. Perhaps you have never reflected seri-

ously on the miracle of birth as being only
the beginning of an equally amazing story—

the journey of your life. Since the moment
when you burst into the world, you have

continued the process of growth. And it
has been a total process, during which
not only your body has been chang-

ing but also your mind, your emo-
tions, your attitudes, your values,
and your relationships with others.
You have continued, for example,

the often difficult process of
defining that relationship with
your parents that began in your
mother’s womb. Included in this
relationship is the conflict be-
tween wanting and needing pro-

tection and affection while, at
the same time, kicking to be free

of restrictions.

1
Have you been told about your
origins—about how your par-
ents met, the circumstances of your
coming into the world, the day or
night you were born? If you were
adopted and do not know about your
biological parents, have you been told
about the day you came to live with
your family? Write about any stories you
have been told.

2
Find four photos of yourself,
one taken recently and three
from younger ages. For the “you”
in each photo, describe in writing
a memory you have (or have been
told) that expresses what you were like
at each age.

Each human being comes into the
world distinct, different, unique.
Student art: “Little Boy Blue,”
watercolor painting by David
Christianson, Sacred Heart
High School, Kingston,
Massachusetts

3
If you are Catholic and have
celebrated your first Com-
munion, try to locate a photo of
yourself on that occasion. Recall
what you felt on that day. Then write 
a paragraph comparing your attitude
toward religion at the time of your first
Communion with what you feel about
it now.



You may not have been raised Catholic, but because you
are attending Catholic high school, you may be required to
take this course. May this course be an opportunity for you
to learn, in a mature and open way, about the faith tradition
of the school you and your family have chosen for you. This
course has been designed with awareness of, and respect for,
other religious traditions. It is not the intent of this course to
convert non-Catholic students to Catholicism, but to give
everyone, Catholics and non-Catholics alike, the chance at
least to understand what the Catholic heritage is all about. 

A Question at the Heart of the Journey
A fundamental question related to the Catholic heritage you
are about to study has to do with our very existence. Have
you ever wondered, “Why am I here at all?” Why are
you, in all your uniqueness, living on earth any-
way? Let’s look briefly at two distinct answers.

Just an Accident
One way to answer that question is to say,

“Look, there’s no mystery about it. I was just
the product of a random series of events and co-
incidences, including that this one particular
sperm happened to get together with this one par-
ticular egg. So here I am. No big deal. It was sort of an
accident that I happened at all.”

Called into Being by God
The answer that life is merely an accident may not be

very satisfying, but at one level, the purely physical level, it
is correct. However, the Catholic Christian Tradition, which
you will study in this course, offers a very different answer
to the question of why you exist. It does not deny the phys-
ical explanation of things (how you got here), but it sees be-
yond that to a much deeper kind of why: You were called into
being by God. You are not an accident (whether your parents
planned to have you or not)! You have been in God’s heart
from all eternity, until God called you into existence some
fifteen years ago when you were conceived in your mother’s
womb. God called you into existence out of love for you,
and God longs for your love in return. You were created to
live in union with God in this life and forever, even beyond
death.

And that is the awesome, mysterious reason you are
here.
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being too young then to understand the deeper issues of
faith as adolescents and adults can.

Simple answers are all right for little kids, but they will
not be accepted by teenagers, who need and deserve the
chance to go deeper. Adolescence is the time in one’s life
journey when the old childhood notions of God and reli-
gion can be examined, and the questions and struggles
about faith that never seemed to crop up in childhood can
be wrestled with. If you have been brought up in the Catho-
lic tradition, this course can serve that purpose for you, help-
ing you gradually replace childhood knowledge with a more
mature understanding of your faith.

Possibly you were baptized and raised Catholic, but you
are at a point of uncertainty about this faith, and you ques-
tion everything—the church’s teachings and practices, or
even the very existence of God. Know that your questions,
offered in a spirit of openness and sincerity, are welcome in
this course. A sincere search for truth, guided by God’s grace,
ultimately will lead to truth.

10 Identity and Development

4
Recall images of God or
religious beliefs held by young
children that now seem
humorous to you. Draw upon
your own childhood as well as that of
other children you know. Briefly
describe a couple of these humorous
images in writing.

?
5
In a one-page essay, answer
this question: Why are you
taking this course, and how do you
feel about it?



ONSIDER for a few minutes the many
things in your life over which you have

had little or no control. For example,
you did not choose to be born. The

initial choice of beginning your life was the de-
cision of your parents, or in an even more pro-
found sense, your life was a gift from God.
Similarly, you could not control which histori-
cal period you were born in, or your country of
birth, your ethnic background, your family, or
your social and economic background.

This list could be longer, but the point is
clear. Much of who we are is beyond our con-
trol. For better or worse, that is just the way life
is. But the sad fact is that most of us spend a
great deal of time and effort regretting this re-
ality, denying it to ourselves, and trying to es-
cape it. We would be much happier if we could
accept the givens in our life.

Here is a simple test of our acceptance of the
conditions we encounter as givens. Try to recall
the last time you started a sentence with the
words if only. Also try to remember when you
heard friends, relatives, or others use that ex-
pression. A few examples might help to jog
your memory.
• If only I could be better looking . . .
• If only I could have more money . . .

Identity and Development 13

Your “Gifts and Givens”
Yes, you were born with a unique set of chromosomes,
which determines a lot about your body and even your
intellect and emotions. And you were situated in a par-
ticular family, neighborhood, race, culture, religion,
and economic class. You have certain talents and op-
portunities, as well as certain struggles and limitations,
because of your background. These are the “gifts and

givens” of your life—things you did not choose or do not
have control over. They are the “raw materials” you have
to work with, to become who God is calling you to be.
Your identity is what you have become at any point in
time as a result of choosing what to do with what you
have been given. God created you knowing that you

would have some special gifts to share with the world,
something that no one else in all of history could offer be-

cause no other human being is just like you. Life is a jour-
ney of gradually discovering unique gifts one has to 

offer, embracing them, developing them, and sharing them
with others.

Your life is God’s gift to you. What you do with your life
is your gift to God.

To begin our study of the Catholic faith and how you re-
late to it, let’s look at where you are in your development.
You are in the period of adolescence, the crucial years in a
life’s journey when a person moves from being a child to be-
ing an adult.

For Review
• What is the intent of this course?
• According to the Catholic Christian vision, why are you

here on earth?
• What are the types of givens that are part of everyone’s

life? How do they relate to what God is calling each
person to be?

• If only he or she would like me . . .
• If only I were smarter . . .
• If only I had different parents . . .
• If only I had a nicer home . . .
• If only I had teachers that were more under-

standing . . .
Too often we live in a world of “if onlys.” We

look back at our past with regret or anger. Or
we look ahead to our future with fear or lack of
hope. The problem, of course, is that we over-
look the possibilities of the present—the here
and now. Unfortunately someday we will recall
these moments we have wasted, these great op-
portunities for growth we have missed, and we
will say, “If only I had done that differently.” 

One way to try to get control of our “if
onlys” is to reflect on the Serenity Prayer. This
popular prayer conveys a deep sense of peace
and inspires us to be true to ourselves and all
that we have been given in life.

God, grant me
serenity
to accept those things that I cannot change,
courage
to change those things that I can,
and wisdom
to know the difference.

The “If Only” Test6
What are the gifts and givens
in your life? In a paragraph,
summarize what has been given
to you as part of your heritage or
background.

12 Identity and Development
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Adolescence: 
Journeying from Childhood 
to Adulthood
If you have ever moved from one city, state, or country
to another, you know how difficult and even depressing
it can be to leave behind everything familiar and try to
fit into what feels like a totally new world. Yet despite
the trials of moving, you may often find great adven-
tures and possibilities in the new place.

In adolescence, as with a geographical move, you are
leaving the comfort and security of one stage of human
life to venture into the unknown of another stage. This
change can be frightening, confusing, and lonely. Yet,
like moving from one city to another, it can also be ex-
citing and hope filled.

At few other times in your life will things happen so
quickly, yet so deeply; rarely will you need to adjust to so
many changes in so short a time. This is one of the rea-
sons most people look back on their high school years as
among the most memorable in their life—even though
not all the memories are pleasant.

Experts in human development disagree as to the
exact definition of adolescence. For our purposes in this
course, however, adolescence begins with the physical
event of puberty, which results in our being capable of
reproducing sexually. Adolescence ends with our gain-
ing social status as an adult at about the age of twen-
ty. The years in between are a fascinating journey.

Scenes from the Journey
Here are “scenes” from the lives of some ninth grad-
ers—people in the early stages of the journey from child-
hood to adulthood, which is adolescence. See if you can
identify with any of these young people:

Josh
Josh spends a fair amount of time in front of the mirror,

checking out his body and seeing how everything is devel-
oping. He is mostly concerned about the size of his body;
he is one of those guys who hasn’t hit his peak growth
yet. He is four feet eleven, 110 pounds, and embar-
rassed to death about it. He flexes his muscles and
makes up his mind—again—that he needs to get
some bodybuilding equipment right away.
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Shawn
Shawn is already six feet, 170 pounds, and has the varsi-

ty basketball coach dreaming of a trophy once he gets this
kid on his team. Shawn, though, is quite self-conscious be-
cause he is often clumsy and hasn’t learned to coordinate his
rapidly growing body.

Jenny
Jenny is attracted to older guys—eleventh graders. She

figures they’ll like her if she looks good to them, so she also
goes to the mirror often to check things out. She’s likely to
say “Yuck!” when she sees herself, though, because she
knows she’ll never look like those incredibly thin, beautiful
models on TV and in magazines, who have perfect figures,
fantastic clothes, flawless skin and hair.

Angela
Angela finds life a lot harder than it used to be. She feels

sad more often. She loves being with her friends, laughing
and talking for hours at a time, yet at times she feels lonely,
close to tears, and wonders why. She gets depressed about
how messed up the world is and how nobody seems to care.
She just can’t see why terrible things go on, like that little
boy getting killed in a shooting two blocks from her house.
How can there be a God if such awful stuff happens?

Anthony
Anthony hears a lot about sex from older guys who brag

about all the girls they’ve had. Their bragging just seems
funny and kind of weird. Now Anthony’s feeling really at-
tracted to one particular girl, and he wonders, “What’s sup-
posed to happen? Do I just go out with this girl and we
suddenly have sex, or what?” Anthony is nervous and shy
about even talking to her, let alone thinking about whether
they’re supposed to end up in bed.

Carlos
Carlos remembers when his family was real close, about

four years ago, before they came to the States. In Mexico,
they were poor and had a hard time getting by. But, at least
they laughed a lot, hugged one another, and talked to one
another freely. Now things are different; Carlos’s parents
don’t like anything he’s into—his friends, how he dresses,
the music he listens to, where he hangs out, what time he
comes in. They’re so afraid he’s getting into trouble. And
lately he finds himself disagreeing with all their ideas about
life, religion, God—everything important. To keep things
peaceful, Carlos decides to be quiet about his life and his

In adolescence, you are venturing on
a journey to adulthood.
Student art: “Passage to Beyond,”
color photo by Martin Ro-
driguez, Saint Anthony
Catholic High School, San
Antonio, Texas

7
Do boys experience the same
social pressure as girls to
measure up to certain physical
standards of attractiveness? Explain
briefly in writing.

8
Based on current magazine
and TV ads, describe in
writing what is considered
attractive nowadays in women’s
looks. Then answer this question: How
are most teenage girls likely to feel about
themselves when compared with this
standard?



thoughts around his parents; it’s better to withdraw from
them than have a big scene over every little thing. But of
course then his parents get more suspicious!

Lisa
Lisa is physically mature for her age, and very attractive.

Lots of older guys are calling her. She’s mad because her
mother says she can’t date until she is seventeen. The guys
keep calling anyway, and she feels silly having to tell them
she can’t go out with them for two more years! Once in a
while, though, she wonders what these guys are really look-
ing for. Do they really like her, do they even care what she’s
like as a person? Or do they just see her as a great body and
nothing more?

Dianna
Dianna has always been smart, but it never seemed to be

a problem until this year. Now when she aces a test or knows
how to solve a really hard problem in algebra class, she fig-
ures she’d better not let anyone know. The guys will be
threatened, the girls will be jealous, and nobody will want to
talk to her. If she acts dumb, they’ll like her. But it bothers
Dianna to have to disguise her own abilities.
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9
Write down five suggestions for
parents on how they might
respond positively to the growing
independent thinking, or
intellectual independence, of their
adolescent children.

10
Explain, in writing, whether
you agree or disagree with
the following statement: Boys
tend to treat girls as sex objects, but
girls do not tend to treat boys as sex
objects.

Adolescence can be an anxious 
but also an exciting time.
Student art: “Cora,” watercolor
painting by Emmy Murray,
Sacred Heart High School,
Kingston, Massachusetts

Dramatic Changes at Every Level of Life
Most ninth graders, like those just described, are changing
dramatically on all levels of life—physically, emotionally,
intellectually, socially, and spiritually. But even though
we can talk about these levels separately, we do not expe-
rience them that way. They are all mixed up together in
a person’s life, and in adolescence they make a pretty
powerful combination!

For example, many of the emotional changes you may
be encountering are directly related to physical changes you
are undergoing. Likewise, your attitudes toward faith and re-
ligion may be changing as a result of your increasing intel-
lectual ability—your power to think about difficult concepts
and philosophical issues. You are a whole person, not a
bunch of separate pieces glued together.

You may have been able to identify with certain of
the eight young people introduced above—or maybe
not. Perhaps none of them fits your life and the
dilemmas you face. That is because no small group
of people could ever represent the variety of struggles
that people your age have. For one thing, puberty be-
gins at different ages for people. Traditionally it has been
considered to begin about age twelve for girls and age four-
teen for boys. Actually it starts as early as age nine or ten
for some people and as late as fifteen or sixteen for oth-
ers. Any group of ninth graders will vary enormously
just because they begin puberty at different times.
But even for those on the same “time schedule,”
their individual journeys are unique.

We Are More Than Our Body
Because the physical changes of puberty are so notice-
able and dramatic, we may not be as aware of the
changes we are going through at all the other levels—emo-
tional, intellectual, social, and spiritual. In early adoles-
cence it sometimes seems that our body is everything
about us. But we need to get a sense of perspective
about how central our body is, with its par-
ticular traits, to who we really are
as a person.

Media advertising tries 
to convince teenagers
that having a fabulous
body is everything—the
most important thing
about who a person is.



Then he dieted and lost 70 pounds. After all that, he asked
himself: “Just who am I anyway? Who was the 70 pounds
lost through dieting? Am I less myself after that? Was I more
or less myself before or after the haircut?” Fuller realized that
his body could weigh 70 pounds less, yet he could feel more
fully himself at the lighter weight.

Finally Fuller not only knew but understood in a deep
sense a fact we so often miss in our society: We are more
than our body. Besides a body, we have intelligence—the in-
credible ability to seek out and grasp truth. We also have
emotions—the tremendous gift of our feelings and the abil-
ity to identify with the feelings of others. We dream. We in-
teract socially. We reach out to one another in love. We
create. And we can do all these things regardless of the shape
of our body. In fact, the traits that make us truly human—
creatures unique among all forms of life—are not dependent
on our physical appearance.

Caring for Our Body, with All Its Limits
We must judge our own lovableness by more than what

we see in the mirror. We must measure our value as human
beings by more than the strength or shape of our body. Ob-
viously our body is important. It affects what we physically
can and cannot do. We must exercise, keep in shape, and
avoid faddish diets and bad habits that can harm us. Our
body is our primary contact with the rest of the world, the
vehicle through which all our values and talents are ex-
pressed. So we should take care of ourselves but not lose
sight of what is most important—that our true beauty will
show through our body regardless of its limitations. And in-
deed our physical limitations often help us discover and re-
veal our true beauty. 

Made in the Image of God
The Bible’s Book of Genesis, which contains stories

about our origins that are sacred to Christians and Jews, tells
us that we are made in the image and likeness of God:

Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image.
. . .”

So God created humankind in his image,
in the image of God he created them;
male and female he created them.

(1:26–27)

What makes us human is something more than our
body. We are images, or reflections, of God, who is pure spir-
it. Yes, we are our body, but also so much more than that.
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More or Less Body Equals More or Less Me?
Buckminster Fuller, one of the creative geniuses of mod-

ern times, once reflected on his body and his attitude to-
ward it. He remembered that he had come into the world
weighing only 7 pounds, the sum total of all he was. Even-
tually he grew to be 70 pounds, then 170, then over 200.
During that time he ate literally tons of food, some of which
became hair that was cut off in regular trips to the barber.
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11
Write about some change each
of the young people
described in the text is going
through at either the physical,
intellectual, emotional, social, or
spiritual level. Then compare those
changes with what you are going
through at each of those levels.

OHN Hockenberry, then age nineteen,
and a friend were hitchhiking home

from college in 1976. They were
picked up by two young women on a similar
trip. Fatigued, the driver fell asleep at the
wheel. In the ensuing crash, she was killed,
and Hockenberry was seriously injured. He be-
came paralyzed from the middle of the chest
down. Nearly twenty years later, he wrote:

Sometimes in my wheelchair I achieve a mo-
ment of unity between the chair, the arms
that push it, and the mind that observes it all,
when I feel like a character on horseback in
an elaborately constructed Tolstoy or Dickens
novel. Riding over a landscape that seems to
be endless and always arriving somewhere
new and wonderful, I can’t help but believe
that if I had not insisted on hitchhiking along
a road in Pennsylvania back in February
1976, I would have missed the moment of
my accident. The thought always produces a
harrowing twinge, as though it was a close
call, a cliffhanger rather than a fact. I might
have missed what my life has become, each
subsequent event locked to the preceding 

one like the sequential rhythm of a horse’s
hooves. (Moving Violations, page 69)

What did Hockenberry’s life become? He is a
popular, respected, and award-winning radio and
TV reporter, covering news from Washington,
D.C., to Iraqi war zones. Hockenberry’s damaged
body limited him in some ways, but it also gave
rise to his determination to overcome whatever
obstacles he encountered. His rich and satisfying
life demonstrates the principle that al-
though our body defines us in some
ways, we are much more than our
body. Every one of us has physical
limitations; it is up to us to allow our
true skills, talents, and beauties to
thrive regardless of those limits,
and sometimes even because of
them.

Overcoming Obstacles

12
List five improvements you
could make in the way you
care for your body.



caring, and responsible. This will involve acceptance of one’s
own body as well as respect for the bodies of others. Sexual
maturity involves far more than our body, however.
Also involved are emotional maturity, communi-
cation skills, a capacity for developing trust in
one’s relationships, the ability to care deeply
without trying to possess or control the other,
and much more.

3.  The development of a more mature
parent-child relationship. Young children de-
pend on their parents for virtually everything re-
quired for survival—food, clothing, shelter,
affection, and so on. As children grow older, this
dependent relationship tends to change, as they as-
sume more and more personal responsibility for
their life. Unfortunately parents and their children
are often very clumsy in the way they handle this
transition. They frequently step on one another’s emotional
toes as they work toward a new adult relationship. Young
people value freedom; parents value security for their chil-
dren. Far too often parents and children who care deeply for
one another go through a painful wounding break in their
relationship. A little understanding of what is taking place
could reduce, if not eliminate, much of the tension involved.

Full of Longings
Adolescence is full of excitement and promise—for friend-
ship at a deeper level, for growing independence, for discov-
ering oneself as a sexual person. Those same possibilities
contain hazards, but for most young people the sense of
promise outweighs the sense of danger.

With all those good, exciting developments happening
or soon to happen in your life, though, the truth is (and you
have no doubt already felt this) that this time is also full of
longings and downright pain. Such longings are brought on
by losses of all kinds—a friendship that ends, the divorce of
one’s parents, an unmet goal. We experience loss and long-
ing when friends or relatives are damaged by alcoholism,
drug addiction, or disease. When we lose our innocence
about the way the world works, and find that all is not as
pure and simple as we imagined in childhood, we often long
for a “simpler time.” All these events can make life seem
empty, hollow, disappointing.

Maybe you put all your hopes in going out with some-
one you are attracted to, and then the whole thing fizzles.
You are crushed. Or you feel your independence from your
parents rising, and you long for them to treat you like an
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Are We Related?
Being made in God’s image, we are also relational. God

is a community of three Persons—Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit—commonly referred to as the Trinity. Similarly, we ex-
ist in community with others. We will learn more about the
Trinity later in this course. At this point it is enough to em-
phasize that just as it is God’s nature to be in relationship, in
community, so it is our nature to be related to others in
community—other human beings and all of creation! Our
social nature is a reflection of God.

Crucial Tasks of Adolescence
This course cannot deal with all the changes that happen as
a natural part of adolescence. However, some changes in this
period do not simply happen automatically; they must be
accomplished. Psychologists call these the developmental
tasks of adolescence—tasks that are required of young peo-
ple if they are to move effectively from adolescence to ma-
ture adulthood. Among these tasks three stand out as most
important:

1.  The development of a capacity for friendship.
One of the most significant tasks of adolescence is the de-
velopment of a capacity for friendship. In studies about the
needs and concerns of young people, one of the most con-
sistent and highly rated desires of young people is to learn
how to make friends and how to be a good friend.

Adolescents’ deepening capacity for friendship is at the
heart of their growth to adulthood. Two other tasks of ado-
lescence, described below—forming a healthy sexual identi-
ty and developing a mature relationship with parents—are

related to friendship. A good, healthy sexual relationship,
the kind that characterizes a marriage, is above all a

deep friendship. And the parent-child relationship
needs to develop from total dependency of the

child on the parents to a more equal, sharing
style of relating as adults—a friendship. Now,
during this pivotal period in your develop-

ment, is a good time to consider the qualities
and skills of friendship, so as to discover

ways to grow in your own ability to nur-
ture friendships in your life.

2.  The development of a healthy
sexual identity. A person must devel-
op a strong enough sense of self to be
able to relate sexually with others in

ways that are positive, life affirming,

Our childhood relationship of
dependence on home and parents
changes as we grow into more
personal responsibility for our own
life.
Student art: “Family Home,” ceramic
sculpture by Lane Barham,
Mother McAuley High School,
Chicago, Illinois

14
Interview one or both of your
parents about what their
adolescence was like. Write up
the interview and give it to them
to read. Then ask them to interview
you about what your adolescence is
like.

13
Before reading ahead, make 
a list of the important charac-
teristics of a good friendship,
especially those you have learned
from personal experience. Then
compare your list with the one on page
23, and see if you want to add to your
list. Rank each item on your list, with 1
being the most important
characteristic.
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adult, respecting your viewpoints and letting you be. But in-
stead what you get are clashes with them—sharp words and
ugly scenes. Or you see yourself as part of a stable family, but
one day your parents announce that they are separating. Per-
haps you long to be comforted by a friend when things are
going bad for you, but that person just doesn’t understand,
even though he or she claims to. Sometimes you just ache,
you feel so lonely—even when you’re in a crowd of people
you know, or maybe especially then. Maybe you are bored
most of the time; you cannot seem to find anything worth
pouring your energy into.

Another form of longing may be the endless questions
you have—about life, about God or religion, about why
things have to be as they are. These are questions without
ready answers, and at times they may consume you with un-
certainty. You long to have answers, but instead you get only
more questions.

The aches and the longings for more that are so much a
part of adolescence do not really go away as human beings
get older. The longing takes different forms, but it is still
there, like a huge gap in us that is waiting to be filled. We
are so incomplete. That is part of the pain of human exis-
tence. We are constantly searching for happiness, looking to
fill up our emptiness.

For Review
• Using the stories of the young people described in this

section, give an example of a change at each level of
existence: physical, intellectual, emotional, social, and
spiritual.

• According to the Christian tradition, in what ways are
human beings made in the image of God?

• Name the three crucial tasks of adolescence. How does
the deepening capacity for friendship relate to all of
them?
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HESE brief descriptions of the qualities
and skills of friendship can serve as the

starting point for conversation. You may
want to discuss each of these points and add

others that come to mind.
• Your best friend is yourself. The more I like

and accept who I am as a person, the more
likely I am to have the courage and desire to
give myself to others in friendship.

• A friend wants the best for the other. Although
we obviously gain personally from all our
friendships, our goal is to promote the hap-
piness of others, not to use others for our
own fulfillment or satisfaction.

• Friendship takes work. Friendship requires a
commitment by the friends to nurture their
relationship through both the happy times
and the inevitable tough times.

• Friends talk with their heart. Friends share
their feelings and thoughts honestly and
openly. They also listen with their head and
their heart to what the other person is com-
municating.

• Friendship grows in the soil of trust. Building
trust takes a lot of time. We learn to trust
others gradually, based on our day-to-day ex-
periences with them. Trust is fragile, how-
ever, and can be quickly shattered. This fact
leads to the next point.

• Friends forgive. We humans are wonderful but
also weak. We all make mistakes, and we all
hurt one another, most of the time without in-
tending to. When we hurt someone, it is diffi-
cult to find the words to express sorrow and
regret and to ask for forgiveness. When we
have been hurt, accepting once again the risks
that trust involves can be even more difficult.
Friends must work at learning the skills of ask-
ing for and granting forgiveness.

• Friends experience freedom, not fences. Freedom
relates closely to trust. When friendship exists,
we do not feel trapped by the other person. A
sure sign of the absence of true friendship is
the presence of jealousy. If all contacts with
others cause a friend to be suspicious or fearful,
then friendship did not exist in the first place.
This idea relates to the last point.

• Friendship builds more friendships. We want to
share our friendships with others. Constantly
wanting to be alone with a person is often a
sign that the relationship is not one of friend-
ship but of dependency. When we learn to be
friends with another person, that experience
gives us the skills and desire to build more
friendships.

The Qualities and Skills of Friendship
15
Create a piece of art or an artistic
symbol that represents some
loss or pain you have gone
through. Then write about the
ache or longing you felt, or still feel, as
a result of that difficulty.



The Western society we live in provides us with some
ready-made answers to what will make us happy. In many
cases society points us in some good, worthwhile directions,
such as “Stay in school” or “Learn to express yourself.” But
too many of the answers and values we get from society
point us to illusions of happiness, not the real thing. Let’s
take a look at some of these values, the recommended habits
and assumptions about life that society offers us as the way
to fulfillment.

Popularity
Is popularity the answer, the key to filling up the ache

in us? That is often the message we get from our society.
Consider the following ways people are encouraged to be-
have when around others their age whose opinions are im-
portant to them:
• A group of boys stands in the hallway and makes fun of

an overweight girl who walks by. One boy wants to be ac-
cepted by the crowd, so he joins in the ridicule even
though he knows he will later feel guilty about doing so.

• A group of girls spreads rumors that could destroy some-
one’s reputation. One girl disapproves but says nothing in
protest because she doesn’t want the group to lash out at
her.

• Everybody who is anybody is going to get together on Fri-
day night to “get high.” One girl doesn’t really want to get
into drugs, but she doesn’t want to be rejected by those
who do.

• Although she is afraid of the hazards of getting involved
in sex, a ninth grader feels terribly pressured by her peers
to become sexually active.

• A young Catholic person who enjoys religion and even
likes going to Mass does not dare let others know. After all,
doesn’t everyone say that religion is boring and only for
people who have no real life?

If we can just fit in and win everyone else’s approval, the
big ache in us will be healed. That is what the value of pop-
ularity says.

Consumerism
Our economy is driven by the notion that people are

primarily consumers who seek and acquire new products.
Many of these products are totally unnecessary. The message
we get from society, particularly from advertising, is that
these products will bring us the happiness we are longing
for. The attitude that acquiring unlimited material posses-
sions is the key to fulfillment is known as consumerism.
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Finding Answers 
to Life’s Longings
In the Catholic Christian vision, it is no accident that we are
full of aches and longings, that we feel so incomplete. We
were created by God with a built-in longing for happiness,
and we will be restless until we find happiness. The ache is
there for a reason, God’s “reason,” so that we might be
moved to search for true happiness and ultimately find it.

Our longings, then, are not cause for despair. Rather, our
emptiness can be seen as the spaciousness we need to help
us discover that what truly fulfills us also fulfills God’s desire
for us. Unfortunately North American society does not often
see our longings in this light; instead, it offers many short-
cuts to happiness.

Society’s “Answers”
When we speak of our society’s “answers” to the needs
raised by our longings, it is good to recall that we are social
creatures. We need society, and in fact we are society. All of
us play a part in the development of society’s answers. So
when we examine society, we also examine our own part in
society.

16
For each example given here of
the pressure to be popular,
assign a rating from 1 to 5 
of how typical this kind of
popularity-seeking behavior is (a) in
yourself and (b) among your friends. Let
1 represent “not at all typical” and 5,
“extremely typical.” Then write a
paragraph about how strong the
pressure to be popular is in you and
your friends.



Immediate Gratification
Our society is often described as a “feel good” society.

Much human behavior seems to be based on the conviction,
“If it feels good, do it.” Suffering is viewed as evil, even if the
suffering is done out of care and concern for loved ones. As
a result, when people experience inevitable loneliness or
pain in life, they immediately want to block it out with al-
cohol, drugs, or perhaps more consumerism (“I’ll feel a lot
better if I just buy something new”).

Immediate gratification means that we want and ex-
pect our needs to be met right now—not tomorrow and cer-
tainly not in a few years. This inability to be patient has
harmful effects on human relationships. Many people view
as friends only those who always make them feel good. As
soon as a relationship requires sacrifice
or commitment of them, they become
fearful and want to cast it aside. They
feel as free to discard friendships as
they would a pair of blue jeans that 
is no longer fashionable. Without pa-
tience—the ability to wait—relation-
ships cannot grow and flourish. 

Sexual Permissiveness
The belief that loneliness and long-

ing will go away if we just find sexual
satisfaction is a notion thrown at us
constantly by advertising and the me-
dia. Sex is used to sell products as var-
ied as soft drinks and cars. Underneath
the ads, the message is, “You will be
happy if you have this car (or this drink) because look who
will be attracted to you! They’ll be climbing all over you!”

Let’s consider the attitude of sexual permissiveness in
terms of the values already discussed.
• The impulse to engage in sexual activity at a young age is

often driven by the desire to be popular, to be accepted
and viewed as “with it” by others.

• For many people in our society, sexual relationships are
just one more consumer item to be tried out and discard-
ed as easily as a new video game.

• Because of society’s emphasis on individualism, many
people are terrified of the thought of true commitment to
another person, the kind of commitment required if sexu-
al expression is to be wholesome and life giving.

• Because of the desire for immediate gratification, many
people are impatient with the struggle and growth that
will always be part of caring relationships.
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So while much of the world goes hungry, we
spend billions of dollars each year on junk
food. While many in the world do not have
enough clothing, we buy and then quickly
discard the latest fashions. Young people are
a major target of advertisers, who try to
pressure them to buy everything
from junk food to brand-name
shoes to the latest in sound sys-
tems. Each of us must carefully
weigh the degree to which we
are influenced by this cultural
drive to acquire more and more
things that fail to bring lasting
joy.

Individualism
“Look out for yourself” is another

answer to life’s longings that we often
hear from society. This is the value of 
individualism. Individualism can be
positive. A commitment to the dignity
and rights of the individual is at the
center of a democratic way of life and,
indeed, central to our religious beliefs as
well. And it is also true that a person can
contribute to the world only if he or she
has taken the time and the energy to de-
velop and grow as an individual. In oth-
er words, we cannot contribute what we
do not have.

When individualism is carried too
far, though, a sense of responsibility to
others and to the community as a
whole is lost. The value of service to
others is replaced by the belief that I
must take care of myself first and
last. The notion of sacrificing
any of one’s desires for the sake
of the common good is consid-
ered old-fashioned. When the
single moral guideline of our so-
ciety becomes “I have to do my
own thing,” we forget our need to
be part of a caring community. Many
people in our society have apparently
achieved individual success, only to find
that they are now dying of loneliness. 
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17
Rate each of the following
statements from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree):
• Buying things I want makes me

feel happy.
• Advertising entices me to want the

latest consumer items.
• I wish I had more money than I have.
In writing, summarize your thoughts on
how you rated yourself.

18
Pretend a debate is going on
inside you between these two
sides:
• I have to take care of myself first

and last.
• I have to be concerned about the

good of the whole society.
Write out some of each side’s statements
from the debate. Which side wins?

19
Rate your agreement with this
statement from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree),
and give examples from your
experience to support your rating:
When I want something, it is very hard for
me to wait for it.



problems. So, for instance, if our planet is filling up with
garbage, we can let the next generation deal with it because
by then technology will have solved all the pollution prob-
lems. Or if I am in pain, a medicine or treatment will take
this pain away. Technology to the rescue! If I have done seri-
ous damage to my heart through smoking, I can have
surgery to make it all better, even a heart transplant! If I
have gotten pregnant, I can have an abortion. If I am bored
or lonely or hurting, I can watch a video or tap into a com-
puter network to take away this feeling. Or I can drink alco-
hol or take a drug that will numb me.

Deep down we find it impossible to believe that tech-
nology is limited. This “techno-addiction” may temporarily
fill the space in us that is yearning to be filled with true hap-
piness—but not for long. 

The Need to Be Critical
During adolescence, people become intellectually capable of
evaluating and criticizing everything they took for granted
in childhood. Being critical is not simply a matter of finding
fault with something we dislike. In effective criticism we
take something we have learned—whether from par-
ents, teachers, pastors, or others—and turn it over in
our mind and question it. In the process we may find
that our previous understanding needs to be updated.
For example, consider a child who has developed a
negative attitude toward people of other races. This at-
titude may have come about from comments made by
a respected relative or family friend. In adolescence this
young person develops the intellectual capacity to be
critical of her or his past understanding and, upon re-
flection, may find that the attitude is in fact wrong
and based on false assumptions.

The need to be critical goes beyond what we have
learned in the past. We also need to be constructively
critical of all the messages about happiness that bom-
bard us. Television, videos, the Internet, ads, music,
magazines, and computer games are powerful message
carriers, often linked with consumer products. They sur-
round and even saturate us; it is impossible to live in
society without being influenced by the media. They
are especially geared to captivate the minds and hearts
of the young, and many teenagers soak up hours each
day of media messages about what is valuable in life.
We can approach the media in one of two ways: as a
child, ready to be spoon-fed whatever they offer; or as a
maturing adolescent who exercises critical intelligence.

These negative characteristics of our contemporary ap-
proach to sexuality are reflected in the nearly epidemic prob-
lem of teenage pregnancy—more than one million teenage
girls in the United States become pregnant each year. Many
of these girls and the boys and men who were involved with
them probably engaged in sex thinking that it was the thing
to do, that it was so natural there was surely nothing wrong
with it, or that it was a response to a desire for immediate
gratification that could not and should not be denied. Cer-
tainly many others who become pregnant believe that they
were expressing an honest love and commitment. Yet the
sad fact remains that most of these girls discover pain and
even tragedy rather than joy, and they are often left to face
the consequences alone. Too many give in to the pressure to
have an abortion to get rid of the consequences of their be-
havior—another quick, instant “solution.” The boys’ and
men’s lives, too, are poorer, not richer, for having brought
about new life without a willingness or readiness to take on
the responsibilities that accompany sexual activity.

Sexual permissiveness seems to offer an answer to life’s
longing, but it is a shallow answer with potentially tragic ef-
fects, including sexually transmitted diseases and AIDS.

Technological Fixes
Our society is based on a belief in progress, with an al-

most religious faith that technology will take care of our
every need; we will always have technological fixes for our

28 Identity and Development

20
Which of the following
sentences best represents
your view? Explain your answer in
a paragraph.
• The prevailing values and attitudes

around sexuality in our society are
healthy and balanced.

• The prevailing values and attitudes
around sexuality in our society are
too permissive.

• The prevailing values and attitudes
around sexuality in our society are
too restrictive.

21
Rate your reaction to the
following statement from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree): I believe technology can
solve just about any problem. Explain
your rating in writing.

The media surround and even
saturate us with images of violence.
Student art: “Telegenetics,” mixed
media by Jaime Maiorano, Sacred
Heart High School, Kingston,
Massachusetts
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These are religious questions, and they emerge from a
growing maturity. Notice they are not religious questions in
the same category as, Why do I have to go to church? That
is a good question, too, but the above questions are more
fundamental and radical than that. And you are ready for
them. We will take up the “God question” in the next chap-
ter, on faith, which is the basis for the remainder of this
course on Catholic Christianity.

For Review
• Briefly describe society’s answers to life’s longings.
• What does it mean to be critical of something we have

learned, seen, or heard in the media?
• What are some religious questions many people begin to

ask during adolescence?

Our Heart Is Restless
More than fifteen hundred years ago, a young man from
northern Africa was studying in Italy. He was leading a tur-
bulent life, getting into all kinds of trouble and making his
mother sick with worry about how he would “turn out.” But
he had something quite wonderful going for him: he was a
searcher. He knew he was longing for happiness, and he
knew that no matter how much he tried to find it (in all the
wrong places), he came up short of real happiness. It was be-
yond his grasp. But he kept searching.

At last, partly through a wise teacher who introduced
him to a new spiritual vision of life, this young man turned
his life around and became a Christian. Years later, in his au-
tobiography, he reflected prayerfully on what he had learned
through all his searching. Addressing God, Augustine wrote:
“You have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless un-
til it rests in you.”

Ultimately we are made for union with God in this life
and forever. All our longings for happiness point finally to
the One who created us out of love and set us forth on this
restless, joyous, wonder-filled journey of life. The young
man who recognized this was Augustine, who was later
named a bishop and, after his death, a saint. Today he is
considered one of the greatest thinkers and leaders in the
history of Christianity. And it all began for him with a
young man’s searching heart.
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23
Have you found yourself asking
any of the questions on page
30 in the last year or so? If so,
which ones? Write down any
thoughts you may have had about
these questions.
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If “you are what you eat” is true,
what effects do you think your
diet of media culture (like the music
you listen to and TV shows or
videos you watch) is having on you as a
person?

To be critical of the media does not mean shutting down
television, music, and so on. After all, they have many good
things to offer. The media, at their best, convey youth cul-
ture by expressing the great longings, dreams, hurts, and
fears of young people’s hearts. But let’s face it. The media are
not always at their best. Much of what they have to offer is
junk food for the mind—a diet of violence and brutality, ex-
ploitation, greed, sexual permissiveness, and crudeness. But
rather than simply turn away from the media, young people
can benefit from taking a good, long look at the menu and
deciding what is worth eating. They can become more selec-
tive. A familiar saying goes, “You are what you eat.”

Take, for example, the area of music. We can enjoy mu-
sic passively, allowing it to fill us up with its points of view.
Or we can listen consciously and critically to the music that
fills our life. We can reflect on song lyrics and try to discov-
er what values they promote. In many cases they will be
good and wholesome and true—no sugarcoating on life, just
an honest expression of how it feels. But listening critically
helps us get beneath the surface to discover, What is being
said here? What is being proposed as the way to fill the
emptiness in life, to satisfy the human heart’s longing for
happiness? By asking critical questions, we can decide if we
want to accept a particular message as a guideline of our own
beliefs and values. We become our own best music critic.

New Questions
Adolescence is the period when you can be reflective about
life because now you are capable of reflection, careful
thought or meditation. It is also the time when you are
reaching out for relationships that are different from those of
your childhood. You are coming into your own as a growing
young person, with all the stresses and agonies that involves.

Now more than ever you may reflect on the aches and
longings that never seem to go away, that eternal quest for
happiness. Now more than ever you may be able to go be-
yond the shallow answers to life’s longings that are offered
by society. You may find yourself asking new questions you
never asked before:
• Is there something deeper than the answers society offers?
• Why am I here? What’s the purpose of my life? What will

help me make sense of my life?
• What will really fill this longing in me?
• Is there something beyond what I see?
• Is there a God? And if so, does God care for me?
• If God exists, why is the world so full of hate, suffering,

and misery?

“Saint Augustine’s Vision,” by
fifteenth-century painter Carpaccio


