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Last week I was in Leeds at the National Council of Priests meeting. The keynote speaker was Michael Paul Gallagher, a Dublin Jesuit who teaches fundamental theology at the Gregorian University in Rome, and has just been appointed Dean of Theology there. Previously he taught literature at UCD and ministered to the students. 

His address was excellent, but there was no official transcript, so for Catholic Times readers I reproduce below as close a version as my own notes allow. Any mistakes are my fault, not his:

Life is “a beauty that fades.” All that is beautiful in life passes. Here in the plight of our mortality, lies the genesis of the religious question – why are things so, and what, if anything, can we hope for?


The prehistoric mound Uaimh na Gréine, “the cave of the sun” at Newgrange on the banks of the Boyne, Co Meath, was built about 3200 BC. It is constructed exactly so that at the winter solstice the sun's rays penetrate horizontally down a long passage to the back of the tomb for 17 minutes, illuminating the inner chamber of the dead. Did this express a hope of resurrection for the ancient peoples, even 1500 years before Abraham?

In a faithless society, the agnostic or secularist answer to our religious wonderings is merely: “We’re here for here, get on with it!” There is an impatience with metaphysical quests. Just do something, “Just do it!” Build an empire, succeed in business, whatever, but don’t ask so many questions.

In Piero della Francesca’s picture “The Baptism of Jesus” (1450), behind the traditional characters, a catechumen is removing his shirt in preparation for baptism, choosing to follow the Saviour. Further back, at a distance, are the unbelievers, caught up in worldly pastimes, and heedless of the divine drama unfolding before the viewer’s eyes. 


The history of faith is long, and faith has spoken in different languages in each age. The Church began in Palestine, and spread throughout Greece and Rome. As the Roman Empire fell, pagan Goths, Lombards and Franks swarmed across the European mainland. But here the Anglo-Saxon Church flourished: “these islands of the north held the flame of faith while the barbarians held Rome.” (Newman)

A later age would see the British and Irish abbeys destroyed, while Rome was filled with the massive basilicas of the Counter Reformation. So it is always – one part of the Church flourishes, another falls into decay.


We are going to consider the links between faith and culture. By culture, one can mean the high arts of painting, sculpture, literature and architecture. Here, however, we are using the word in its more general sense of “lived culture.”

Culture is the ocean that surrounds us. Its values seem to be second nature to us. However, we should be aware that culture does not arise spontaneously. It is itself being shaped by religions and philosophies, by the sins or graces of individuals.


Secondly, culture is a transmitter of values. John Paul II said that “culture is the curriculum of young people’s lives.” Youngsters take their values from the media and the culture more than from their family and parents.


The “dominant culture” in a negative sense – especially when formed by a non-faith perspective - has a levelling and a trivializing influence upon faith. The prevailing culture in Britain is one which encourages Christians to forget or to neglect their divine vocation.


The modern age of our western civilization dated from the time of Galileo. It was the era in which the empirical, scientific method – investigation and proof by repeated experiment – came to dominate the intellectual world. Within its own material realm, it is an excellent and most necessary method. 
Problems arise, however, when the empirical method tries to take over the whole of human life. If the technological mentality fails to recognize its own limitations, it refuses to allow the religious question to be asked.


The second mark of the modern age is its stress upon the value of the individual, the autonomy and human rights of the human person. This has also its shadow side. Too much autonomy ends in the breakdown of community, and the isolation of the individual engulfed in “me-ism.”

During most of its history, the Church operated in a rural milieu. Her calendar cycle was tied the yearly succession of planting and reaping, death and new life. Once the population moved to the cities, the presentation of Christianity had to be altered. [Ember and Rogation Days, and the blessing of First Fruits at the Assumption don’t relate easily to the queues at Sainsbury’s check-out.] 

Britain was the first nation in the world to have 50% of its population living in towns and cities – by 1830. The rural memory here has all but vanished. [Only 2% of the British population work on the land. Perhaps a similar number, I suppose, have allotments.] 

However, in building this urban society, one should note that: “Humanity without God will sooner or later become anti-human.” (de Lubac) The French Revolution, communist regimes, Nazi Germany, and the oppressive nature of global capitalism clearly witness to this. 

Nowadays we speak of “post-modernism”, or of being in “fluid modernity.” The controlling empirical model has broken down. It is evident that the white-coated scientists do not have all the answers. The wave of sixties’ optimism – the white heat of the technological revolution – has dwindled away.

Now instead of unity, we find increasing fragmentation of society. There is the dislocation of identity, instead of togetherness. There is loneliness and a collapse of community despite physical proximity. The culture has become narcissistic, self-admiring and self-obsessed. 
The religious question has re-emerged, but in strange and diverse forms, with séances and tarot cards, palmistry and New Age practices. “I’m spiritual but I’m not religious,” one hears, signifying usually an eclectic dabbling in New Age or cults, and an estrangement from traditional organized religion.

Cardinal Ratzinger is suspicious of this claim to “spirituality without religion.” The word religion means “that which binds us” to God, puts us in contact with God. For Ratzinger, Christianity is always an Exodus, the going out from the ego towards the transcendent God. That is the model we should follow. He suspects that the prevailing model in eastern religion, and in many of the meditation cults, is one more of going into oneself, of ego-contemplation, rather than God-contemplation.

[Indeed, neo-pagans frequently write about “the goddess within,” or “god is inside me, I am part of god.”] For Christianity, the Exodus from the ego to love and serve the God of the Scriptures is the model. In meeting the living God, we also come to “know ourselves.”

Twenty years ago, we did not hear the word “globalization.” Now everyone is talking about it.  So many new terms have come into being. China emerges as a dominant economy. Yet the disparities are evident. Many people scrape by on less than $1 (one dollar) per day, while every Euro-cow receives more than two euros per day in subsidy.
Are we then at the point of a rupture in our civilisation? – what the sociologists call an axial shift. What is the future to be?

It is always important to remember that northern Europe is not typical of the planet. In fact, in religious terms, northern Europe is quite exceptional. The rest of the world (including the USA) is not faithless, even if Scandinavia, Britain, France and Benelux are. We should not project our peculiar local situation onto the rest of the world.

Of course, the changes in religious practice and society are so sweeping that we may feel depressed and defeated. For this reason it is vital – as St Ignatius would recommend - to discern our own moods and reactions. Are we ready to read the moves of the Holy Spirit even in the wasteland? “The readiness is all.” If we surrender to desolation, we let fear, anger and apathy rule our lives. It is important to be a discerning community.
“Do not lament the moment in history which you are given to live – it is the only moment that you are given to live.”

Hans Urs von Balthasar suggested that for an excellent description of faith, we look at a little baby’s first smile. It expresses the sense that “I recognize that I am loved.” That is the essence of faith: first we realize that God loves us, then we respond to that love.

Where can today’s young people find the open door which leads to faith, to the spiritual life?
1. The gate of contemplation. The post-modern world has lost the formula for stopping. [as Prince Charles was saying too]. The entry point to faith in this culture is where people find space. Space for thought and prayer - to find themselves and to find God. The older approach of sacraments, doctrine, morality, may be putting the cart before the horse. 

2. The gate of community and togetherness – experiences like the World Youth Day.

3. The gate of serving others, situations in which generosity is evoked.

4. The gate of choosing, of making moral choices. Faith is a decision. As Benedict XVI says, let the Church be the context of experience where people learn the art of living.
