Sentimentalism
Language is a tool that has to be handled with discretion. Otherwise it turns into a snarl of equivocations and causes the most regrettable misunderstandings. A prime example of these misunderstandings is the word sentiment.

Religion is often referred to as an activity which involves sentiment. And just that quickly it is relegated, in the eyes of the intellectuals, to the realm of the infra-rational. They might be disdainfully tolerant of the interest it holds for the sensitive and impressionable people. But it is utterly unthinkable that it should have any meaning for men who let themselves be moved only by clear ideas and the pure light of reason. Serious men can have no attraction for religion except in a phenomenological or psychological capacity, in the same way that they are interested in sorrow, pleasure sympathy, resentment, and the whole gamut of human emotional activity. Their sole purpose is to analyze its causes, its biological substrata, its exterior phenomena, and to study its repercussions on the individual psyches or upon social life as a whole. 

On the other hand, there are a good many theologians who are openly suspicious of the intentions of anyone who tries to classify religion in the category of sentiment or feeling. Together with the term religious experience, sentiment and feeling have been suspect for them every since Protestantism and Modernism began progressively robbing religion of its objective content in order to reduce it to an affective ascent towards a problematical divinity.

There are distinctions that have to be made. Just like the word love, the word feeling can be applied to different levels of operation in the human person. It can be used to mean exclusively a movement of emotional sensitivity. In this case it refers to psycho-somatic reactions which are not essentially different from the emotional reactions of animals. Animals also experience fear and love on a sense level. But the word can also be applied to a movement of the mind, the soul, the basic personality of man, his “heart” in Pascal’s sense of the word, his “anima” as Claudel would describe it. Then we are on the spiritual plane of human personality. Man is capable of a spiritual fear and a spiritual love and a sorrow that is felt in his soul.

As a matter of fact, because of the radical unity of the human composite, there is very often an interaction between sense and spirit, one of them generally eliciting at least a slight reaction from the other. Still, this is not always the case. There purely spiritual states. Louis Veuillot was subtly aware of this when, informed of the untimely death of a friend, he expressed the very Christian thought: “There is joy in my soul, but it cannot pass over into my heart. And there is grief in my heart that cannot pass over into my soul.”

Most of the time, though, it is no easy matter to determine the division between sense and spirit. This does not, of course, prevent them from being really distinct. Attempting to reduce them both to one is the work of a very short-sighted psychology that does not take into account the specificity of the phenomena it examines.

Moreover, because of the tendency for all human activity to love its original purity, as we have noted before, spirit is constantly threatened with the danger of being confused with sense. This is true of the domain of human love and esthetics as well as the domain of religion.

This dilution of spirit life into sense life is an important aspect of the drama that holds the highest values of human life at stake. Instead of ascending higher and higher towards the pure regions of the spirit in virtue of their own innate idealism, they let themselves fall under the fatal spell of baser appeals and descend to the level of instinct, biology and flesh. A ready example of this can be found in the fate shared by many of the most common values in the lives of men: liberty, love, authority, equality.

Who could possibly deny that religious experience involves sentiment and feeling? Provided, that is, that we understand the word correctly. If we meant to say that it excludes the role of the intellect entirely, that is not only devoid of any rational justification, but even that it does not correspond to any objective reality, then the statement would certainly be wrong. In essence, as we have said before, religion is an impulse of the fundamental personality. It is a spiritual impulse, an impulse at once discursive and intuitive, an impulse of intelligence and mind which grasps the object, God, as a value, the life-giving and creating reality behind our personality. It is an impulse of will and love, uniting self with God and God with the inmost depths of self, sharing God.

Besides the intellect, the will – or, if you prefer, affectivity, - or sentiment, or feeling, - plays an important role. Provided, once again, that we use these words in a highly spiritual sense. It is the very summit of the soul that we are speaking about here, not the inferior psychic life of sense. (8)

We have already said that the drama of spiritual emotions often involves a shift of emphasis to sense values, sometimes even becoming completely absorbed with them. A really spiritualized religious life demands a great deal of renunciation, a high degree of purity in the interior life of the soul. Many men, looking for something they can feel, turn towards adulterated food instead. They help turn religion into an insipid and childish sentimentalism or an unwise appeal to man’s lower sensibilities. There are many examples: the way some prayers and songs are worded, they way certain ceremonies are carried out, the form taken by some specimens of religious art in the field of music, or painting or sculpture, the tone assumed by certain religious instructions and preaching.

Affectation and sentimentalism are the most harmful of all the deformities of the authentic spirit of religion. In the eyes of many well-meaning men, they succeed in completely concealing the serious depths, the lordly demands, the urgent appeals to manliness, even to heroism. Christ was gentle and he invites us to follow his example, to be meek of heart. But there is no affectation and no sentimentalism in his personality, or in the ideal that he sets up before us. Without gentleness it is impossible to have communion between persons. But this gentleness does not have to be sentimental. It has to be genuine, capable of grounding human personality in its own proper center of gravity and making men open and permeable to other beings. Everyone knows that this gentleness cannot be acquired except by a constantly renewed struggle against the natural instincts of egoism, self-defense, aggressiveness, domination, and possessiveness, which all tend to harden us and lock us up within ourselves.
There is a second equivocal term that is equally responsible for the of-repeated accusation that religion makes men less manly. That word is consolation. And religion is very definitely consoling in that it gives meaning to effort, to work, to suffering, in that it has more than life to promise, in that it makes all creation an open world, illuminated by hope. But there is also an imprudent and awkward way of describing religious consolations that makes them look more like lullabies or anesthetics. Nothing is more opposite to the spirit of the Gospel. The Kingdom of God is won only by those who do violence to themselves, who take up their cross and follow the narrow say. Joy has been promised, joy even in this world already, but only to those who are courageous enough to meet the proper conditions.

The occasional exhibitions of sentimentality which so debase the religion of Christ must never make us lose sight of what this religion has to offer in challenge, strength, basic, and spirituality. This is easy to see by simply referring to the authentic sources of the Christian religion. Scriptures, the documents of the ecclesiastical teaching power, and the official acts of worship: Mass, Office, and the Sacraments. The predominant element in the language they all use is serous, humble, balanced petition.

Besides, it would be a big mistake to purify religion of every trace of sense, whether it is a question of exterior worship or interior devotion. The role of sense is there, but it has to be prudent, springing from a profoundly religious inspiration, aimed towards the spiritual. Otherwise, especially in matters of worship or preaching, it is too easy to be deceived by sentiment and feeling. Or when there is a question of interior devotion, there is too big a risk of looking for sense emotion, which is essentially self-centered, and forgetting that true religion is a manly and generous gift of self to God.
The other elements of religion, feeling and emotion, are only secondary. It is because so many persons put the whole emphasis on what is only secondary that they refuse to accept the desert stages of spiritual life, the purifications whose one purpose in the plan of God is to make us lose something of the natural religious fervor that is ours as the result of childhood or adolescence or the grace of a recent conversion, and to make us pass over from the tangible and the physical to the spiritual. And many Christians grow only rooted firmly in lukewarmness, or even abandon the idea of religion altogether, under the pretext that God is no longer giving them any signs to follow. This is one of the most frequent and most regrettable consequences of confusing feeling and emotion with the interior attraction of the spirit.

Finally, a word of warning. It is well to be on guard when we read the writings of the saints, especially the prayers they composed. The language of religion and mysticism is the language of love. It cannot help being the language of love since love is the essential relationship that God wanted to establish between man and himself. But the language of love is equivocal. It’s meaning changes according to the depth of the being from which it springs. The same expression that describes a purely spiritual state for the mystic might well be understood by the reader in a purely physical and even carnal sense. And if this reader were to accuse the mystic of having fallen into a sentimentalized or even a sensual form of religion, he would be making a big mistake, due entirely to his nearsightedness. Living on the sense level, he remains completely blind to the spiritual. “The sensual man does not perceive the things that are of the Spirit of God.” (I Cor. 2, 14)
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(8) - On this whole question of “spiritual sensitivity” the work of Jean Mouroux can be read with profit: L’expérience chrétienne (Paris: Aubier, 1952)
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