LAY SPIRITUALITY

He served the count of Wertheim, and lived long enough at Wilden-
erg for the place to be transmuted in his imagination into Munsal-
Vische—Mont Salvaiges—the hill on which the Graalsburg materialised.
The climax of the poem was composed at the Wartburg, where he
served the Landgrave of Thuringia with Walter von der Vogelweide,
1. 1203. He took the basis of his material from Chretien de Troyes and
the Provengal Kyot, but he added far more from his own experience
and his own invention, and the story as he told it was full of the question
tha:t was being asked by the best spirits of his time, ‘How can I be a
light, and a Christian too?’ It is not only a question of one’s member-
Sp of the Church. In the development of Parzival’s inner life, an
dividual i striving to reconcile opposites, living contrary experiences
through to the bitter end so that he may make his own synthesis and
PTOYe its worth. To unify one’s activity in the world, in society, with
One § service towards God and the Church, is something which every
stian must approach in a way that belongs to himself alone, at
®ast in some degree. The core of the problem is his alone to solve.
olfram, in his castle which is at the same time a temple, is an embodi-
Ment not only of that Gothic Streben that lifts every pointed arch and
Pointing spire, but of the situation of every man who becomes aware
that this world is the place where the next world must be won.

Lay Spirituality
ALEX ALEXANDER

In these days when the part to be played by the laity in the revitalising
of the life and apostolate of the Church is becoming increasingly
el‘nPh'elsised, it may be of some value to examine lay spirituality in its
Present form, in order to analyse the extent to which the spiritual life
1y men and women isin fact being formed in the Church, to discover
OW far defects in this formation exist and how far they are remediable,
d to make some suggestions for the leading of at least a section of
S Vast potential of men and women to a deeper personal contact with
©d, and consequently to a more fruitful service of their brethren.
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The word ‘spirituality’ can convey both an extremely simple anc-l 2
profound meaning. Primarily it is used to describe man’s daily life w1t
God and the manner in which this is activated. From this simple defin®-
tion we can see the necessity for a more profound analysis of the
elements that compose it, since these include all the various means by
which the layman enters upon his personal relationship with God.

We are quite well aware—on a superficial level at least—of the mai?
sources of grace that God has provided to enable the individuals who
form part of the mystical body to preceed to greater knowledge al
love of him: prayer and the sacramental liturgy itself. What is not $0
easy to discover is whether the layman’s understanding of each is su¢
as will enable his life with God to grow deeper and more fruitful i
grace for himself and consequently for his brethren. Does he really
understand to the fullest extent of which he is capable, the part that
each must play in the development of his personal contact with Go%
and so with the rest of the mystical body: Or does he, for the most parts-
grope, rather blindly and to a somewhat limited extent, for a ‘spirit
life’, which he vaguely understands ought to be there, ought to vitals¢
his existence, but which somehow fails to do so, for reasons which he
cannot himself understand:

It would seem at present comparatively rare for members of the
laity successfully to lead a fully integrated spiritual life alone and with-
out any clear direction. Their attempts, however well-intentioned, ofte?
lead at worst to a purely superstitious or sentimental piety, or at best
to a formal, rigid, and to a great extent lifeless routine.

It is by no means infrequent for laymen to express both their awar®”
ness that a vital force is lacking in their spiritual life, and their longt?é
for something more, but they seem to have become rcsigned to the
fact that, as they say, ‘it just doesn’t work’ and that consequently ther®
is no alternative for them, as they have not a vocation to religious ¢
inside the cloister, which is where many of them imagine that the o%Y
real religious activity takes place.

If we examine in turn the main aids towards this ‘spirituality’s
possible that we may draw certain conclusions with regard to the way
in which the laity approaches each, and which may show to some extent
where the inadequacy lies. :

Prayer. The catechism definition of prayer is well known. The pra% .
tice of it, however, is not as simple as it may appear to be. It should b¢
stated here beyond all doubt that this is not an attempt to turtt ©
average layman into a mystic (though he is frequently far more of o%°

itis
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than may be supposed) nor is it necessary for him to imagine that he is
1t praying unless he is attempting a mystical approach to God. This is
dute untrue. On the other hand, a purely mechanical repetition of
Plous platitudes, or even of set prayers from a manual, will eventually
¢ease to bring him into personal contact with God, and this is where he
ds himself in need of help if he is taking his spiritual life seriously.
It appears to be an agreed fact among writers on the spiritual life
t there invariably comes a time when prayer, at one stage a reason-
3ly easy matter, becomes extremely difficult, if not impossible, when
ORe tries to continue on the Jines previously followed. It is at moments
Such as these that many laymen finding the way apparently blocked,
Clther talk of ‘spiritual dryness as if it were a disease like measles, to be
SigtOt Qver’ in time, or else, finding themselves unable to deal with a
A taton that in their view has ‘got out of control’, they reluctantly
n andon attempts to make further progress and decide that prayer is
‘reOt for them. They then confine themselves to the type of repetition
; trred to above, so that the life that was beginning to blossom within
“Ir souls withers and dies. It is precisely to avoid this discouragement
an a'b«’lndon, that help is needed. From where is this help to come:
as°0ks On prayer exist, but for any beginner they tend often to induce
anense of bewilderment, inevitably followed by the decision to abandon
dig] real attempt to judge their own particular case, always a very
WhjculF thing to do, and to keep to what they call ‘practical’ lines,
. C‘h In fact lead them nowhere.
ght not the answer to this problem lie rather in an explanation
the pulpit, given in 2 way that all can follow, week by weck, of
Ptaat Is really meant by prayer: Vocal prayer, meditation and mental
p; ar}"er are a.}l capable of being described with a reasonable degree of
eeltY-‘If this were done, and suggestions made for the widening and
Pening of experience in each method, a layman whose interest in
SuftsubJ?Ct was serious would be able to experiment, to discover which
efi him best, and even to find that all three could be used profitably
Y Yim at different moments.
- ter general instruction and direction of this kind, he would be
. more ready to embark upon some fairly simple book dealing with
¢ Subject. Again, there might be profitable reminders from time to
cg’ also in the form of sermons, which would serve for further
Ufagement and perseverance.
Hurgical Worship. The eucharist and the sacrament of penance are
oo of the chief means instituted by God for the sanctification of his

ﬁ'Om
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people. It is clear that the layman who is trying to use every means that
God has offered, will not be slow to make as much use of them as he
can. The Church encourages daily mass and communion, it is for the
laity to profit as far as possible from such opportunities as may be
available.

The need for regular Confession is fully realised by the Church mfl
occasion provided, but it seems to be here that a great opportunity *
missed—that of stressing the value and idea of penance itself. The U’
tom, in our country at any rate, seems to be for a penance to be on¢ ©
a number of prayers chosen from a very narrow selection. This does
not give the penitent any real cause for reflection on the sins he has
committed, nor any realisation of what his deeper responsibility *
If the penance given were invariably to have a direct bearing upon 0%
of the sins confessed, there might possibly be much greater awarenes
of the sin itself and of the real value of penance as an expiatory force
and what it really implies for each individual—a very salutary lesso™
This would seem also to indicate that more positive direction in
confessional might also be 2 most valuable means of progress for t°
spiritual life of the individual who really desires it—since he wo'™
from time to time at least, be compelled to face his own lesser inadequ”
cies, refusals and recoils from God’s invitations, none of them gravey
sinful, and so passing without comment. Since these are by no mc?,ns
always clearly realised, they can effectively block that grace by which
God draws the soul to himself with increasing fervour. ¢

It has been said by some laymen on first encountering this type ©
direction that it gave them an understanding of their own weakness®”
a will to improve and a sense of progress along a definite path, that
they never dreamed they could acquire. There is perhaps matter ¥
reflection in this observation.

The liturgy is the worship of man in union and communio
his fellows; it is, in all its forms, a joint act of adoration made by dze
mystical body. The importance of this fact cannot be overstress¢™
Many good and sincere laymen are distressed by what they considef
‘encroachment’ on the rights of private devotion. They prefer t0 %
their rosary rather than to participate in the dialogue of the mass-
is because they are unaware of the fundamental value of comm® !
worship and its essential part in the life of the living Church of Whltl:le ,
they are members. It would follow, then, that not only this, but 5
liturgical worship of a parish needs explanation, in order that the 2
man may clearly understand that part that he should play, not only ¥

5 with
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his personal sanctification, but for God’s glory and the benefit of his
rctl?ren in the mystical body. To worship thus may at first appear to
::ql}ue some sacrifice on the part of those unused to doing so, but this
‘vcrlﬁce 1s rewarded by progress in knowledge and awareness of the
. u¢ of this communal offering to God. Such awareness will grow
foreﬂy as a result of the preparation and of the encouragement that
™M an essential part of the layman’s discovery of the value and beauty

of the Iiturgy.

_“t_the eucharist itself, the centre of the Church’s worship, is both

zrfl,mdl"idual and a communal sacrament. By the communal reception
the bOdy and blood of our Lord, the members of the mystical body
¢ drawn more totally into one. It scems to be a failing perhaps charac-
rest Hc of our age that we tend to see it rather as we see a ‘self-service’
% Aurant. Each man withdraws, with his meal, into his own private
°ngel°n of thought; he does not take part in a communal feast. This is
i of th'e ‘dangers in our reception of the eucharist: to bury ourselves
re_:;’.l 1Il(:h.wdual thanksgiving, oblivious of the duty that we all have to
atf 'ce with the priest and with our neighbour, through the communion
.~ Postcommunion prayers of the mass. There seems to be a false
Ca;rel‘ice that our Lord ‘won’t wait’ until the mass is over, so that we
t}}en begin to thank him in our own individual way.

S again could be a subject for further instruction on Sundays
fIIulrIlli time to time, together with suggestions on the attitude to com~
he On to be adopted by the laity; the preparation to be made, and
et ds of thanksgiving to be attempted. How often is the church
thaftly five minutes after mass is over! It is not always pressure of time

.Vens Tesponsible for this, but an inability to do more than repeat a

>V formula, which discourages attempts at a more personal,
vldflal prayer.

munit}ns Wway the layman might come to realise just how far his com-

oﬂ‘ere?inthu preparation and thanksgiving matter, as part of the worship

4 by the living members of the mystical body.

lt}} the discouragement of non-liturgical devotions during mass

fI: amc‘?lat, might there not also be some scope for the introduction
< la“Y to the other great section of the Church’s worship, the

_ C°:13r]i}: Apart from a few churches in which on Sundays Ves.pers or
the VE € are recited, and in which the laity participate, sometimes in
isal, Macular, there seems to be a general idea either that the breviary

Urden not to be laid on the backs of the more fortunate layman,

Or
that the beauty of the psalter is one that only the clergy and religious
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are capable of appreciating. Are both these views really accurate? The
psalms have been the prayer of the Church for almost two thousa
years, and were the basis of the worship of every ordinary Jew long
before being transmuted into the Christian liturgy. There are psalmms
for every mood, for every occasion, together with prayers that are the
result of centuries” accumulation in the treasury of the praying Churc?
Are these all, in fact, beyond the understanding of the laity: Is it not
possible that some kind of communal recitation of parts, at any f‘*‘_te’
of the breviary in the vernacular, might serve as a basis for commumt%
of prayer and intention of the worshipping laity: The short amount ©
time necessary for the recitation of one of the Little Hours during £
day might well be within the scope of the praying housewife of the
worker during his lunch-hour. Might they not thus become more
aware of their union with all who say the divine office daily, an¢ %°
play a more conscious part in the vitalising of the whole Church?
The Bible. The Pope has recently been urging upon the faithful &
earnest study of the Bible, which includes the Old Testament- j
must bear in mind that he speaks with a deep awareness of the ac®
needs of the Church, and his pronouncements are not made 1 }’;
What, then, lies behind this particular exhortation: May it not be tha_
in these days of materialism and atheism, because we are not as P
foundly aware as we ought to be of the spiritual values on which 9 3
lives should depend, we need to turn more and more to the fund]a 1
mentals on which our Christianity was built: By reading the 0
Testament we can realise to a much greater degree the long-ﬁﬂd.“‘rlng
love of God for his chosen, his care for their material and spinitt
welfare, his eternal patience with their weakness and sinfulnes$
exhortations to them through the prophets to turn back to him an ”
acknowledge their debt of love, culminating in his greatest gift t0 the
—his only Son. o
It would seem, then, that the basis of the spiritual reading of ev° o
layman, whatever other reading or study he may undertake (and thi »
is ample scope for such study), should be the Bible. Yet the Old Test™
ment appears to be precisely the book that most of them avoid- Sy
may be for two reasons; in the first place, it must be admitted that © by
comparatively recently has the critical study of the Old Testament °
Catholic scholars been productive of such help as the layman n¢
he is to read with understanding. Secondly, in England at any 3% e
stand of our Protestant brethren on ‘the Bible and nothing of, 4
Bible’ has tended to arouse misgivings in the Catholic layman'$ w
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ThFSC now can and should be dispelled, and encouragement of an
active nature would be most helpful, if obstacles here are to be over-
come. Such help might take the form of Old Testament study groups;
OF courses of sermons during the Lenten or Advent seasons might prove
tuitful to the layman, particularly in inspiring among them some rcal
Sense of the continuity of inspiration of the text. They are frequently
“onscious of ‘snippets’ of Old Testament teaching which have been
selected for comment of some kind, but these do not, in their minds,
Seem. to form a coherent whole, and they have no conception of the
Way in which God’s inspiration moved unfailingly from one period of
the lllstory of Israel to the next, nor how he has always shown himself
AWare of the changing needs of his chosen people and been ready to
them,
fosofnetimes it is objected that a man’s spirituality is purely a matter
t his own conscience. That, of course, is to some extent true, and the
2PProach of a man to God will vary from one individual to the next,
ut this spirituality is the sum total of his relationship with God. If the
means are defective, is it not likely that the result may be so too:
IloItt s important to remember that spirituality, of whatever type, does
come’ by itself. In any religious community, it is acquired by the
g *rsonal effort of the individual in conjunction with the presentation
i tt ¢ particular outlook of that community by those whose work it
O train and form its members; the novice-masters and mistresses
6 religious superiors. Is it not somewhat optimistic to expect any
Attempt at the formation of a ‘lay spirituality’ without a consider-
e ¢ degrce of formation and guidance from those who are primarily
*Ponsible for showing them the way to God:
$ guidance seems to be lacking to a very considerable degree in
Wzrihurch in England today. It is a fact that the clergy are badly over-
i ed, and that much of their energy has to be expended on fund-
o Ng to help build schools and churches which are essential for the
i Wing Catholic population. However, without a really ferve{lt
ofe th? buildings are simply an empty shell in which the true worship
od is allotted only a fraction of its depth and value.
arg through the Church’s history the value of the spiri.tual over the
Tag f%al‘has been stressed. Is not the danger at present, in this age of
erialism, that this fact is being obscured: The laity need clergy for
feec(ln& Spiritual realities are the primary concern; who are prepared to
eir flock with the bread of life that is also the word of God.
@ more systematic preaching would seem to be indicated, with
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these fundamental needs of the laity borne in mind, rather than bril-
liant, haphazard sermons, which may often strike a spark in the listeners
but never kindle it into flame.

This is, of course, an over-simplification of the problem. The essence
of it goes deeper, and lies in the education of the children by nuns,'by
clergy, by teachers and parents alike in such a way that when the 1ivit8
faith is presented, it will rouse real enthusiasm in the child; not 35 3
series of answers to questions that can be learnt by heart, but Whl
have no application to their own lives. In this way the ground be
prepared for a living adult spirituality that will steadily widen 3%
deepen until it radiates through the individual to all the members ©
the mystical body with whom contact can be made.
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