Disfigurations of Christian Religion
Formalism – Our life is lived in a jungle of symbols. We are so used to them that most of us are not even aware of them, no more than we notice the air that we breathe, the blood that circulates through our body, or the beating of our heart.

Symbols are the only way men have of communicating with each other. Each individual man would remain eternally shut up within himself if men could not use sensible signs to transmit to each other their thoughts, their wills, and their feelings.

International treaties, commercial contracts, labour contracts, property deeds, wills and testaments, bank checks – these are all symbols to express human thought and will in a concrete form. They make exchanges possible and set up mutual bonds without which social life would be impossible.

But it is in the realm of love that symbolism reigns supreme. Communion of human persons cannot be realized by a purely spiritual process. It needs a look, a smile, a gesture, a word. The greeting that acquaintances exchange on the street, the handshake of friends, the child’s kisses and caresses for its mother, the marriage union between husband and wife, the words men use to express their respect, their sympathy, friendship, and feeling – all of these symbols are indispensable to the basic human relations that arise among human persons. They make up what might be called the essential liturgy of love.

Man also resorts to symbols spontaneously in order to express his communion with God. It is not that God needs to know our inmost feelings towards him. But in the human person body and soul are so closely bound together that they make one single being, one single “subject”, one single person and everything that is in the soul tends naturally to express itself through the body. That is what gives rise to all the vocal prayers, the chant, the folded hands, the genuflecting and kneeling, the offering of material goods, the sacrifices. All of these sacred signs, individual or collective, have one single purpose: to express man’s soul to God, to assure God of his attachment, his adoration, his love, his repentance, his appeals, his recognition, his allegiance, his desire for union. 

Christianity makes no attempt to do away with all this. It is the religion of the spirit par excellence; but it is also the religion of the Incarnation. Even God introduced himself through the medium of sacred signs, in taking our flesh, in instituting the sacraments, in leaving the sacrifice of Calvary as our heritage, in the form of the sacrifice of the Mass.

The Church has been lavish in decking out the sacraments she received from her founder, adorning them with additional ceremonial rituals to bring out their meaning even more clearly. She has instituted or authorized other ceremonies which occur officially in her liturgy, like the sacramental, or what are generally called approved customs, such as processions and novenas and pilgrimages.

There can be no opposition in this respect between the Church’s ceremonial signs and the spirit of pure religion, as long as every one is careful to keep all these ceremonies and rituals in the realm of the spirit, in living contact with interior prayer, in union with the soul. But this is just where we usually run into one of the limitations of our human estate. All too easily we fall into formalism. Even though the rites and ceremonies have only one real purpose, to establish contact with God and express our interior life, it is easy to go through them in a purely routine and mechanical way. Not only do we no longer see them according to their spirit, we do not even remember their real value and their basic meaning. We go through them only because they are traditional or prescribed under pain of sin. Sunday Mass, for example, means nothing more than this to a great number of Christians. Or perhaps we might practice them in a spirit that smacks of superstition more than of religion.

This same failing preys upon all the ceremonies that are used in the sphere of purely human and profane relations. Originally, all the gestures of politeness and sympathy and love were developed spontaneously to express and sustain and intensify a real, spiritual union between persons. And if we reflect even for a moment, it is not difficult to discover the basic meaning of respect, loyalty, closeness, and belonging that lies beneath the surface.

The tendency towards degrading and materializing these basic meanings has worked much evil. In many cases, they have become gestures without meaning or worth, ceremonies without a soul, mechanical and conventional habits entirely void of spirit. What is to be done? They cannot be rejected on that account. When there is a question of religious ceremonies as well as profane ceremonies, they have to be preserved. There is no reason to believe that interior fervour stands to gain anything by doing away with, or wanting to do way with, exterior signs of devotion. Quite the contrary! Experience has taught us that, in most cases, the religion which sets out to confine itself merely to the regions of the spirit ends up by disappearing into nothingness.
The only way out of the difficulty is a persevering effort to maintain the life of the soul, to learn to understand the value of these sacred signs and prayers, and to restore them to their full measure of reality, truth and spirit.

One thing which is particularly scandalizing to unbelievers and the source of a certain amount of uneasiness even among Catholics is the great importance attached to certain exterior ceremonies in religious life, for example, processions, pilgrimages, and the emotional responses of large crowds when statues of the Blessed Virgin or famous relics are carried by in procession.

In evaluating these ceremonies, it is absolutely essential to avoid two excesses, both of which are evidence of a certain narrowness of view.

The first of these consists in looking at the ceremonies as something essential to religion, when they are actually only its outermost fringe. It is precisely because they are external that they are the object of such prominent display. But the real value of a thing is not to be judged exclusively in terms of its size in the real hierarchy of the means of Christianization and sanctification, the Church actually puts them in the last place, far removed from the Mass, the sacraments, prayer, and interior reform. They are only an invitation to come into closer contact with the living and essential source of religion. And they are always optional.

It might be that they make no appeal at all to the religious temperament of more interior and less demonstrative persons. Then these have the right to make use of the liberty that the Church allows them not to take part in them. You cannot require every Christian to cry “Long live Christ the King” when the Blessed Sacrament is borne aloft in procession. It might seem more like a lack of respect to him, like something out of all proportion to the fervour he actually feels, a sort of half-lie. And the one who accuses him of lukewarm ness or human respect might well be guilty of a very rash judgment.

But on the other hand, modern “intellectuals” have no right to show how small their intellects really are by qualifying all these exterior manifestations of piety as superstitious.

It is true that they run the risk of turning into acts of superstition, and every one is free to decide whether, in a given case, the limits of decency have not been crowded or even exceeded. But basically all these manifestations of piety are the natural answer to the popular soul’s deep-seated need for seeing and understanding and touching, and, in a word, incarnating its real religious feelings, After all, there is no doubt that in the statue of the Blessed Virgin it is the person of the Blessed Virgin that is honoured, and in the relic of the Cross it is the Saviour himself who is reverenced and adored and glorified.

In this whole question there is great need for mutual tolerance and understanding. In the Father’s house there is room, already here below, for many different temperaments. Each of us has to accept and love those who are different. And, furthermore, each of us has to keep watch over his own personal source of danger. The intellectual has to guard against a religion that turns into something thought rather than something lived. And the popular soul has to guard against an excess of materialism in following its religious impulses.

There is another danger closely allied to religious formalism: fanaticism. For certain unbelievers and certain mediocre Christians, every form of religion that is a little more intense than others is classed as fanaticism. Exaggerated devotion is really a narrow and misunderstood censure. There really is no such thing as exaggerated devotion. If we want to complain of something, we might complain of seeing our religious response to God remain so imperfect in the face of his absolute gifts. There are, of course, false and deformed and spurious forms of devotion – fanaticism if one of them.

Fanaticism is essentially devotion without love, without interior life, excessively preoccupied with exterior gestures and a great many prayers. In this respect, it resembles formalism.

It places all its confidence in practices that are respectable enough but still only secondary and optional: medals, scapulars, novenas, pilgrimages, candles. It leaves the essential acts of religious worship, the Mass and the sacraments, completely in the background. In this respect, it tends towards superstition.

Very often it is a form of piety that is entirely separated from worldly activities. Instead of turning all of life into prayer and all of prayer into life, it shuts up each activity in its own little compartment. It has no idea of what a deep animation of all existence through the presence of God could mean. Besides that, it has little interest in moral perfection and it is blind to the whole gamut of social duties, especially justice and charity. And, in this respect, it comes close to what we generally call Pharisaism.
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