
Newness of Life

in the Gift of the Spirit

In previous chapters the word "grace"

has been used frequently. It represents

a characteristically Christian understanding of the relationship

of God to human persons in history. Throughout the Hebrew

Scriptures (the Old Testament) the point is made that God con-

stantly shows his love, his favor, his fidelity to his sinful and ut-

terly unworthy people. This is expressed in many stories and

images and is traced back to the creation story in which God
quickens Adam with his own breath or Spirit and invites Adam
and Eve to walk in his gracious company in the cool of the eve-

ning. The suggestion is that of an overabundance of kindness

and condescension—of something far beyond what is due, far

beyond what could possibly have been expected. In fact, in the

story about Moses at prayer (Ex. 33), Moses is to know when

God has "passed" in any situation by the resonance of the great

names of God which are undeserved mercy and undreamed-of

compassion. The most constant images of God that are present-

ed in the Hebrew Scriptures are those of a parent and of a lover,
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the untiring parent of a wayward child and the reckless lover of

the unfaithful beloved. If the parent is stern it is out of unrelent-

ing creative love for the child, and if the lover is exigent it is to

rescue the beloved from disaster.

In the Gospels of the New Testament Jesus is presented as

the gracious and utterly unmerited gift of God to his people

—

Jesus who breathes the very Spirit of God in their midst and who

in turn breathes that Spirit forth to them as an utterly unmerited

gift that he makes to his people, his followers, his Church. In the

writings of Paul in the New Testament this gift-quality, this gra-

tuitousness ofJesus and the Holy Spirit, gradually develops into

a rather specialized use of the Greek word (charis) which we

translate as "grace." Paul is particularly concerned to emphasize

the gratuity of God's saving power exercised in our behalf in the

person and life, death and resurrection of Jesus. He wants to

emphasize that it is not something that had been earned by ob-

servance of the law of Moses or by any other good works. Paul

seems to use the word in blessings when he wishes his converts

the grace and peace of our Lord Jesus Christ, in exhortations

when he describes what a community is like that is living accord-

ing to the good news ofJesus Christ, and in prayers of thanks-

giving when he refers to the gift received in Christ. Using

another vocabulary, Paul speaks of the change that happens in

communities and individuals when they are converted to Christ

as "justification" or becoming holy. This idea was later assimi-

lated into the notion of "grace."

As the Church traditions took over these themes from the

Scriptures, grace came to mean both the gift of God and the

quality (or qualitative change) in the human person receiving

that gift. This is to be expected because the gift of God is pre-

cisely the change in the receiver. In the course of time, the gift

of God that we call grace came to be acknowledged as really

identical with the Holy Spirit, the self-communication of God,

God as immanent (or dwelling within the community and the in-
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dividual). Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth century could write

that we are using different language here when we are

speaking about God's action upon creatures and when we are

speaking about the effect within creation of that action, but that

the reality of which we speak is the same. In other words, all the

discussion about grace is still a discussion of the quickening of

the human person and the human community by the very

breath, or Spirit, or life of God himself. It is this which inspired

in the traditions of the Eastern churches the theme of sanctifi-

cation as the "divinization" of human persons. In this way of

thinking, the divine Word became what we are in Jesus in order

to make us what he is, that is, to share divine life with us.

This lovely imagery and language could become altogether

ethereal and elusive if it were not specified in some extremely

concrete terms. The stories about the Spirit of God in the He-

brew Scriptures and also in the New Testament do this and Paul

sums it up succinctly. He writes that "the harvest of the Spirit"

(in earlier translations and in traditional Catholic literature

more frequently rendered as the "fruits of the Spirit") is "love,

joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, fidelity, gentleness and

self-control" (Gal. 5:22). This is practical enough as a set of cri-

teria by which to judge the extent to which a community or per-

son lives in the grace of God, that is, by the Holy Spirit. Lest it

not be clear enough, Paul also gives a description of behavior

that results from sinful nature that resists the Spirit, namely

"fornication, impurity and indecency; idolatry and sorcery;

quarrels, a contentious temper, envy, fits of rage, selfish ambi-

tions, dissensions, party intrigues and jealousies; drinking bouts,

orgies and the like" (Gal. 5:19-21). Elsewhere Paul adds to his

"harvest of the Spirit" compassion and humility (Col. 3:12).

In the First Letter to the Corinthians, chapters 12-14, Paul

considers the "gifts" of the Spirit at great length, including wise

speech and ecstatic utterances, healing and wonderful powers,
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prophecy and discernment of spirits (1 Cor. 12:4-11). Christian

tradition later developed the various listings of gifts of the Spirit

into one standard list that became the basis of much commen-

tary in the various texts and schools of spirituality. This list

made the gifts of the Spirit seven, that being the number of full-

ness or perfection, and these seven are: wisdom, understanding,

counsel, fortitude, knowledge, piety and fear of the Lord. These

came to be given quite technical meanings. However, tradition

followed Paul closely in a further observation, namely that the

truly important and central qualities of the life of the Spirit (the

life of grace) are faith, hope and love (known in later tradition

as the "theological virtues" because they relate directly to God)

and that the crucial test is in love (1 Cor. 13:13). Again, Paul

makes that test very explicit by describing loving persons. Such

people are patient and kind. They are not envious, boastful,

conceited, rude, selfish or easily offended. They do not bear

grudges or assume superiority over others because of their sins.

They seek the truth fearlessly and are indomitable in what they

will undertake and endure (1 Cor. 13:4-7). It is scarcely possible

to be more explicit or more exigent than this.

The term "faith" has developed in Catholic theology to

designate something rather narrower than it does in the New
Testament—a matter that has caused difficulties and misunder-

standing between Protestants and Catholics. When Protestants

speak of salvation by faith alone, faith has for them the broad

New Testament sense of acceptance ofJesus as Lord and Savior

and full self-disclosure of God. This acceptance is a total per-

sonal response. When Catholics speak of the theological virtue

of faith they more usually refer to an analysis of what is involved

in that total personal response in which the word "faith" stands

for one aspect. That aspect is the intellectual or cognitive. By

faith in this sense, one opens up one's perception, imagination,

and understanding to the truth of God revealing himself. One



162 THE SPIRIT IN THE CHURCH

allows God's revelation to shape one's vision of reality. One re-

ceives this revelation with an open mind as it is given in the per-

son of Jesus Christ and through the mediation of the Church.

The term "hope" is less problematic because it has never

been used in quite such a comprehensive sense as faith. The
theological virtue of hope is the reaching out of the will and all

the striving of a person to God as the future fulfillment of hu-

man existence both communal and individual. It implies confi-

dent expectation based on the fidelity of God and also on the

sincerity of the desire which subordinates all other objectives to

it and guarantees corresponding efforts. The emphasis in Chris-

tian hope in the earliest centuries was more on the outcome for

the community than for the individual. That is why the appro-

priate efforts in the Christian life were seen as having to do with

community relationships and structures. With the establishment

of Christianity, structures were taken more for granted as they

stood and hope focused more on the outcome for the individual

beyond death. With the disestablishment of the churches in

modern times since the Enlightenment, Christian hope for the

world and its salvation seemed to disappear entirely into the in-

dividual hope as religion became very much a private affair that

had to be kept out of public decisions and policies. In the con-

temporary world, both among Protestants and among Catholics,

the public dimension of Christian hope is coming to the fore as

a crucial determinant of the new life in the Spirit, that is, the life

of grace. But this is happening with considerable tension and

conflict because many Christians today are accustomed to the

idea that religious commitment does not have anything to do

with the political sphere.

The theological virtue of love, or charity, is the whole core

of life in the Spirit, as mentioned above. In the biblical perspec-

tive as interpreted by Jesus this love has two inseparable dimen-

sions—total self-surrender to God and attachment to his will,

and universal, undiscriminating, selfless service of others. They
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are inseparable because to love God and accept one's creature-

liness is to fit into one's place and gladly, peacefully welcome

others in theirs. In the order of history, which is an order of sin

and redemption from sin, this is necessarily a stance of self-sac-

rifice because, given the sinful structures, values and expecta-

tions that prevail, people are not "in their places." Most of us

most of the time are doing some trespassing and are surrepti-

tiously trying to focus our world not toward God and the real-

ization of his purpose but toward some private project of our

own. This is why Christians see the pagan project of moral vir-

tues practiced out of shared self-interest as an impossible one,

and claim instead that it is only by the healing gift of God, be-

stowing on us his own Spirit and life, that a good and integrated

human existence becomes possible. The moral virtues, such as

sobriety, courage, industry, modesty, fair play and so forth (col-

lected in pagan thought under the headings of prudence, jus-

tice, fortitude and temperance), do indeed play a most

important role in the redemption as evidenced by Paul's lists

and admonitions, but Christians see these good behavior pat-

terns as flowing from the gift of God as a consequence of the

theological virtues of faith, hope and charity which are constitu-

ent elements of the gift of grace which is the outpouring of the

Spirit of God.

In spite of these convictions, Christians through the ages

have suffered from a certain temptation to self-sufficiency,

which is nothing other than a disguised and very respectable-

looking return of the sin of Lucifer and the sin of Adam. In the

history of Christian theology this was played out quite dramati-

cally in the fifth century beginning with an exchange of state-

ments of position and objections between St. Augustine of

Hippo and the monk known as Pelagius. Their followers kept

the debate going for a long time and the issue has never really

died in the Christian community. Augustine was overwhelmed

with the hopelessness of the human situation as depicted above.
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Concretely he was looking at the corruption and disintegration

of the late Roman Empire under attack of the barbarians from

without and morally and civilly rather close to collapse within.

Augustine looked at the world as he knew it and looked back

over his own dissolute life before his Christian conversion and

did not hesitate to speak of the human race as a "doomed mass"

of human misery. No sort of effort, no matter how heroic, could

possibly rescue the human community or the human individual

from disaster. Of themselves human beings could do absolutely

nothing good or wholesome. Only the special intervention of

the healing grace of God, offered out of his totally undeserved

and gratuitous compassion, is able to rescue human persons

from total disaster. Such is the understanding of Augustine, and

from his writings one has the impression that he thinks few in-

deed are in fact rescued.

The monk Pelagius seems to have been appalled by what he

heard and read of Augustine's teaching because he judged that

it simply added fuel to the prevailing immorality and despair.

He thought that by asserting grace in this way Augustine was in

effect denying human freedom and therefore also human moral

responsibility. The main interest of Pelagius and his followers

seems to have been in the preaching of a moral revival; there-

fore he stressed each person's individual freedom as the key gift

of God, accompanied by the revelation of God's law and the ex-

ample of Christ. Thus far, he was really just continuing the Paul-

ine and traditional teaching with a different emphasis from that

of Augustine. However, he went further and denied the general

state of corruption and inclination to evil which the tradition

even then saw as consequent upon "the sin of Adam." For Pe-

lagius, the concept of original sin seems to have been reduced

to the force of bad example. He claimed that the grace of God
was offered equally to all and consisted of the elements already

mentioned above, namely the freedom of the will, the revelation

of God's law, and the example of Christ. With these aids, he
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concluded, people can live sinlessly if they set their minds and

wills to the task in lifelong effort without shirking or relaxing.

There is no doubt that both Augustine and Pelagius were

earnest, radically committed Christians. At one level one might

see the whole dispute as one between persons of disparate tem-

perament and disposition. The Church has always had members

whose attraction was more to mysticism as the fundamental

mode of relationship to God and others whose attraction was

predominantly to asceticism. In other words there are people

who relate to God (and to other human persons) more affective-

ly, impulsively, by appreciation, wonder and receptivity and (so

to speak) more in the realm of being. Others relate to God and

fellow human beings more rationally, consistently, by perfor-

mance, disciplined effort and active service and therefore more

obviously in the realm of doings and achievements. This ten-

sion, of course, is not only between persons but within persons,

and in itself it is fruitful. Even the bitter controversy that fol-

lowed between the disciples of Pelagius (who took his positions

to greater extremes) and Augustine and some of his followers

proved to be of immense benefit to subsequent Christian tradi-

tion because it forced a clarification of issues.

The key issues that emerged were the question of the rela-

tionship between God's grace and human freedom both in an

initial conversion and in the living of the life of grace, the nature

and universality of the effects of the "sin of Adam," and the

compatibility of God's foreknowledge and salvific decrees with

human responsibility and moral accountability. The Church an-

swered these questions through its official teaching in ways that

left some of the intrinsic tension that is inescapable in the living

reality. The basic position in answer to the first question is that

God always acts first anticipating any human move. This is a

rather general theme of the Hebrew Scriptures, and in his first

letter in the New Testament, John underscores it with his insis-

tence that the love of God really consists in the experience that
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he has first loved us so that his love has taken root in our lives

(1 Jn. 4:7-12). But God's gift is received by and within human
freedom so that the love must be reciprocated by human effort

even within the Spirit. One might put it another way and say that

the grace of God activates human freedom or raises it to a great-

er intensity, empowering a response beyond the natural capacity

of the human person.

As to the second question, concerning the effects of the

"sin of Adam," the official Church teaching on original sin was

already discussed in Part I of this volume. The third question

continued to plague Christians in future centuries. The official

Catholic answer to it is that God desires the salvation of all hu-

man beings and predestines no one to evil despite the "fore-

knowledge" that we must logically attribute to God once we

speak about him on the analogy of human experience and action

in time.

Meanwhile, the medieval teaching on grace made a point of

some importance for the practical life of Christians by distin-

guishing two uses of the word "grace." It means not only the

state of being that is the indwelling of the Spirit, the living by

the Spirit, but also expresses the momentary divine promptings,

inspirations, encouragements, which stimulate, support and

draw to fulfillment any good deed. The practical import of this

is to encourage Christians to pray constantly, to try to live so as

to be open to promptings of the Spirit, and to face life cheerfully

with great hope relying on the power of God. This counterbal-

ances those ascetical traditions that encourage people to build

up good habits by repeated acts which facilitate the exercise of

virtue and strengthen the will. It maintains the old and neces-

sary tension between the receptivity of the mystical approach

and the discipline of the ascetical approach. The issue came to

the fore in this shape in the Protestant Reformation in the ques-

tion as to whether Christian believers can, and are required to,

cooperate in their own conversion and redemption. In the faith
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and good works controversy, Catholics understood Luther and

his followers to say that there could not be a thorough and per-

sonal transformation in Christ, but that there could only be the

gesture of throwing oneself on the mercy of Christ by faith in

him as Savior in response to which human sinfulness would be

"covered over" and forgiven. The Catholic position on this is

that vigorous effort is not a denial but an acceptance of total de-

pendence on God's grace.

One further issue arose in modern times that is of present

significance to all believers. Catholic teaching over the centuries

had consistently rejected such manifestations of enthusiasm as

resulted in people claiming they were saved because they could

"feel it." However, the other extreme also became a problem

—

namely, grace was sometimes spoken and written about in such

a fashion that there would apparently be no way in which one

could tell from experience and observation whether any person

(even oneself) were living in the grace of Christ or not. The life

of grace, often referred to as the "supernatural life" or the

"realm of the supernatural," seemed to be floating in an inde-

pendent sphere, untouched by "nature" and making no impact

upon, or transformation of, ordinary relationships and social

structures and behavior. Clearly this was not grace as Paul wrote

about it nor redemption as envisaged in the early ages of the

Church's first fervor. Consequently, two contemporary theolo-

gians, Henri de Lubac and Karl Rahner, quite independently of

each other, explored the whole tradition again to show that

while grace is not directly related to feelings, it is nevertheless

indirectly accessible to experience by the transformations in hu-

man life and behavior that it brings about. Grace works within

the nature and the freedom of the human person, not somehow
alongside of it or above it.
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Related Material

The biblical background of this topic is rather helpfully dis-

cussed by various authors in Sin, Salvation and the Spirit, edited

by Daniel Durken (Liturgical Press). An excellent selection of pri-

mary sources on the doctrine of grace in different ages of the

Church 's history has been made by Edmund Fortman in The The-

ology of Man and Grace (Bruce). A good, concise contemporary

discussion ofgrace is offered in The Experience and Language

of Grace by Roger Haight (Paulist Press).

The Catholic Church has a vast heritage of writings on spiri-

tuality, that is, on prayer, repentance, the virtues and all aspects of

Christian life. A good introduction to this heritage would be by way

of the Spiritual Masters Series or the Classics of Western Spiritu-

ality Series (Paulist Press) which are not limited to Catholic authors

but do offer the best in this tradition from various centuries and cul-

tures.

A source of Catholic teaching on life according to the Spirit

that should not be ignored is the canonization of saints. By selecting

certain lives and proposing them not only for admiration but also

for imitation, the Church has exercised a continuing process of dis-

cernment of the Spirit at work in the community in changing cul-

tures and contexts throughout its history. Lives of the saints,

especially those that are at pains to be historically accurate and to

set the saints carefully within their own historical contexts, are a pri-

mary sourcefor the Church !$ teaching on the life of the Spirit.


