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TO MR KEVIN FLAHERTY, EDITOR, CATHOLIC TIMES, SUNDAY XIV(A), 4TH July 1999.  CREDO BY FR FRANCIS MARSDEN


Perhaps you have enjoyed the tennis at Wimbledon the last few weeks, or celebrated Manchester United’s triple triumph. Athletic victories may look easy on the screen, but we know that behind these sporting successes lie thousands of hours of gruelling practice and training. The British soldiers now in Kosovo also have years of training, for their present task of keeping the peace firmly between Serbs and Albanians.


Nothing worthwhile in this life is achieved without effort, hard work and discipline. Passing exams to become a mechanic, a scientist or an architect, playing a musical instrument, speaking a foreign language – or just the most ordinary and important tasks of building a home and rearing a family – all require perseverance and sacrifice.


The sense of accomplishment in work well done is a valuable reward in itself. The feeling is that of worker-satisfaction, a legitimate pride in one’s own achievements. It is necessary for our own self-respect. As workers, employees, sportsmen, or students, we operate in “achiever-mode”. For these are the means by which we support ourselves and our families, whilst making a useful contribution to society.


Leaving the workplace, we automatically switch from “achiever mode” into leisure or “consumer-mode”. Now “my own time” is involved. When it comes to buying, we have money in our pockets, we demand service from others. 

The cult of the instant takes over. The advertisements promise us instant satisfaction, quality produce and best value for our money: instant happiness from the entertainments industry, instant meals from the microwave, instant beauty from the cosmetics store, instant social acceptability with purchase of the desirable perfume or car, instant pleasure from casual “relationships”. 

Here the passwords are luxury, convenience, speed – no effort, no sweat.
The aim is instant pleasure and satisfaction. 

The difference between “achiever mode” and “consumer mode” is our wallet full of bank notes. As workers, we depend upon our boss and upon the customers. But once we have the cash, money is power, and others must serve our needs.


When it comes to Christianity, which mentality is appropriate? Do we approach religion in “achiever-mode”, ready to invest effort, perseverance and sacrifice? Or do we approach it as consumers, demanding what tickles our palate and suits our fancy? Do we come to God needy and empty? Or do we come as consumers seeking entertainment and diversion? 

The philosophers point out that we humans are contingent (dependent) being. Only God is Absolute Being. We depend upon God for all that we have and are. How then can we approach him arrogantly, full of our own importance and wealth? How can we expect the Almighty (or indeed His Church) to dance to our tune, providing appropriate religious experiences to keep us amused, and tailoring the articles of faith to suit our preferences?


To approach religion with the mindset of a consumer is a serious mistake from the word go. It is to concentrate upon own selves and our own tastes. Perhaps unconsciously, one transforms religion into an exercise in self-satisfaction, the service of the inflated ego, so hungry as it is for pleasure and affirmation. This is remote from the selfless worship of the eternal God.


The consumer mentality in religion picks and chooses its church, where the music and architecture is most tasteful and inspiring, where the clergyman provides the most amusing sermons. It wants pleasure without commitment, perhaps where Sunday Mass is over in thirty minutes rather than an hour. Talk of duty is old fashioned. It regards doctrine like a cafeteria menu, picking out the tasty dishes and passing over the less palatable. It selects its denomination to suit itself, rather than making Truth and God’s will the absolute priority.


The modern world is entertainment-oriented. Weekends or days off are “my own free time.” We switch resolutely out of “worker-mode” into consumer mode. For immediate excitement, Sunday Mass can seldom compete with horse-riding, swimming, football, motor-racing, and days at the seaside. The national pastime of supermarket-shopping allures the hunter-gatherer instinct with its tangible materialistic attractions. The appeal of Holy Mass is more subtle and profound. It concerns the ultimate orientation of our life, not temporary pleasures.


God promises us worker-satisfaction, not consumer pleasures. He offers the lasting joy of difficult tasks well accomplished by his grace. He is not in the business of instant pleasure and entertainment. He leads us by trials to the eternal joys.


It is possible, however, to advertise religion in the modern idiom. After all, its advantages are out of this world. It wins you influential friends in high places. It accepts bookings for heavenly banquets in excellent company. It is the only investment scheme which piles up your riches beyond the veil, where all other pension schemes fail. It offers the most effective fire insurance available on the market!


In this world the Christian life promises no easy success or instant pleasure. It offers a peace and joy which the world cannot give, but not without tribulations. Jesus’ words are stark: “Anyone who does not take his cross and follow in my footsteps is not worthy of me.” The cross is heavy, it is awkward. Its timber is rough and splintered. The cross means the martyrdom of our egotistical plans, maybe even our lives. Religion does not supply us with instant salvation, or instant holiness, or instant God, or instant heaven. And those who represent it as such haven’t read their New Testament properly.


Christianity falls into the achiever-category, where nothing of value is achieved without effort, hard work and perseverance.


It is evident that aristocrats born to wealth and luxury, do not always develop the best characters. Wealth provides many temptations. It eliminates the healthy need to work and achieve, In contrast, those who have overcome poverty and numerous obstacles in life often radiate great patience and courage. 

As Archbishop Fulton Sheen noted, God made a moral universe, not a comfortable one. He made a world in which we would have to struggle and work out our salvation, by living faithfully in the divine gift. In this way our personalities grow into Christ’s image and likeness.


God offers worker-satisfaction, not consumer pleasure. “We are useless servants. We have done no more than our duty,” must be our final words to Him.


Yet this picture is itself incomplete. Christianity is more than the Protestant work ethic writ large. “You are my friends, if you do what I command you. I shall no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his Master’s business; I call you friends, because I have made known to you everything I have learnt from my Father.” (John 15:15). We are so much more than just workers or achievers in religion. We are the beloved children of the Father, intimate with his love.


“I bless you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, for hiding these things from the learned and the clever, and revealing them to mere children.” It is as children, not as consumers, that we learn the divine mysteries.

