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27th Sunday in Ordinary Time 3rd  
Sunday after the Holy Cross 2013 

Today, in response to the Appreciative Inquiry process conducted earlier in the year, I 

would like us to reflect for awhile on what “Faith Formation” is and how we might go 

about it in our “Faith Community” of St. Elizabeth/SS. Cyril and Methodius.  We certainly 

have various levels and layers of faith formation, as do most parishes- children’s 

programs of various kinds, RCIA, First Confession, First Communion and Confirmation 

preparation, and some adult programs.  But to do any of these well, I think that we need 

to back up several steps and ask ourselves some very basic, fundamental questions 

like “what is ‘faith’?”? “what is my faith?”  “what do I have faith in?” “do I sometimes feel 

as if I don’t have enough faith?”  To get our thinking started, I will be using some ideas 

from an English Catholic theologian and priest, James Alison, whom I find very helpful 

in this area, and whose writings, I hope, we will begin to use in various levels of our 

parish’s faith formation process. 

Let me begin by saying that for the last couple of decades there has been an on-going 

criticism within the Catholic Church that the Christian faithful have not been “properly 

catechized”, that is, they don’t know the Catholic faith very well.  And if that’s true, we 

should probably pay attention to the problem, but rather than either defending or 

rejecting the criticism, I would like to suggest that at a much deeper level, such a 

criticism is neither here nor there.  What it identifies is not, it seems to me, the real 

problem and consequently, catechesis, as important as it is, is not the solution to what 

we are actually missing.  It is something deeper, something more fundamental.  And to 
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get at this “something”, this deeper problem, we need to take the word “faith” out of its 

religious wrapper and try, first of all, to imagine the way we use it in our ordinary day-to-

day language.   

This is important to do, I think, in order to get away from the way in which the word 

“faith” has come to trigger a sense of emotional blackmail in our lives.  What I mean by 

this, and what Fr. Allison means, is that there is a great deal said about “faith” in church 

which either explicitly or implicitly tells us that we must believe something, we must 

have faith in something in order to be saved, and if we don’t believe or we don’t have 

faith in this “something” then we’ll end up going to hell.  The rhetoric is a pretty strong 

incentive to believe, even when you’re not quite sure what we’re supposed to believe or 

exactly why, and this ends up producing lots of anxiety in one way or another.   

The  result of this approach to faith is that we often feel bullied into making what is in 

effect a kind of intellectual moonshot- we fire off a rocket of desire, or intention, or 

wishful thinking towards some religious object or objects that we know we are supposed 

to believe in, whether that “object” is “God” or “Jesus” or the “real presence” in the 

Eucharist or “life after death”, or something, whatever these words and ideas mean.   

And when we do this, we then hope that our faith, our moonshot, has hit the right target.  

The result of all of this is that “faith” becomes something rather stressful, something we 

have to worry about, to work at in order to keep it going or at least keep it going in the 

right direction, and there is always the threat that we may not have “enough” faith or that 

we are on the verge of “losing faith”- in other words, that our “moonshot” has failed. 
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Now this particular religious approach to faith is almost the exact opposite of the way we 

think about faith outside the religious realm.  Let me give you an example (or more 

accurately, let Fr. Allison give you an example).  Imagine having two kinds of meetings, 

one with your Aunt Phoebe, whom you have known since childhood, and another with a 

potential employer in the Archdiocese of Denver for a job interview.   The first meeting 

with Aunt Phoebe is a rather relaxed, enjoyable encounter. Why?  Because you have 

known her since you were little, and because you know that Aunt Phoebe actually likes 

you and wants what is good for you.  So, when you are with her, you don’t need to 

impress her or convince her of anything.  You can joke with her, she can tease you, and 

you can both laugh at your foibles.  You know her well enough to know that she is 

trustworthy, that she will not stab you in the back.  In fact, you know that Aunt Phoebe 

has always “had your back”.  And over time, that knowledge has produced in you a 

disposition of faith in your Aunt Phoebe, which has in turn has produced a certain 

relaxation when you are with her.  You don’t need to send a moonshot in her direction 

trying either to impress her or to get her to maybe like you.  You know  that she does. 

Now imagine the other meeting- a job interview at the chancery.  There are various 

candidates, you don’t know your interviewer, you are not sure what criteria the 

interviewer will use to evaluate you.  So, you dress up, you don’t wear a sleeveless shirt 

or track shoes with green laces.  You polish up your CV as far as the bounds of honesty 

will allow. You take out all the wrinkles in your personal history that might cause 

problems or concerns.  And you go in to the meeting desperately, but not too obviously, 

trying to impress the interviewer in order to sell yourself.  You are engaging in a kind of 

moonshot in which you hope to hit the right target in just the right way, but you can’t be 
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sure.  This process is the emotional expression of what amounts to lack of faith in your 

interview. You don’t know what the he or she is looking for, and you don’t know whether 

you have what it takes, and you don’t know whether he or she is positively or 

negatively- disposed towards you. 

What I’m suggesting is that very often what passes as “faith” in God the religious realm 

is really very much like “lack of faith” in the rest of life.  The goal of authentic faith 

formation is not to get us all dressed up, to get us to have all the right answers, to have 

us look as if we know what we’re talking about, to have us believe all the right stuff, and 

to make sure that our personal histories have all the wrinkles ironed out of them, so that 

we can then stand before God, shoot Him our moonshot of “belief” and hope that it 

works, that it is what God is looking for.  Unfortunately, this is often what passes for 

“faith formation” in our churches.  

Faith in the authentic religious sense, in the Christian sense, in the gospel sense, I 

would suggest, begins to emerge when we start to realize that our relationship with what 

we call “God”, or what for the moment I will call the “Other other” (I’ll get to that in 

another homily) is not like the relationship with the job interviewer at the chancery at all, 

but it is like the relationship with your Aunt Phoebe.  It’s when you become aware that 

the “Other other” actually already likes you, is entirely benevolent, always wants your 

good, is not your opponent or your rival, and is unambiguously already for you.  When 

that realization begins to dawn on us and within us, then what we call  faith in God 

begins to emerge.  All “faith formation” within the Christian community ought, I would 

suggest, to serve this discovery, and without this discovery no amount of religious 
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information or data or behavior can produce genuine faith.  All that it can do is to give us 

the technology to make religious moonshots. 

And where does Jesus fit into all of this?  Once again, faith in Jesus doesn’t mean that 

we begin by taking another moonshot in his direction- trying to believe seventeen 

seemingly implausible things about him before breakfast so that he might like us and 

save us- e.g., that he is God, that he is eternal, that he is risen from the dead, etc.- all of 

which are true, but us simply affirming ideas about him is not the same thing as trusting 

him.  It is not the same thing as having faith in him. 

Having faith in Jesus is, I think, something like this: Jesus acted out something at an 

entirely human level when he went to the place of shame and humiliation, when he 

became the scapegoat and victim on the cross and yet was not conquered by it.  

Because of Jesus’ acting out in this way, some people around him, some of his 

disciples, were profoundly and irrevocably changed; they found a new way of being, 

they underwent a complete alteration in their perception of God and of what their own 

history and culture and religion meant.  It was as if a meteorite had struck the earth, and 

it had a huge impact and effect. It produced a huge concave hole in the ground.  Having 

faith in Jesus ultimately means that we allow ourselves to become part of his effect, to 

become part of the concave hole that he can produce in the lives of people.  In other 

words, believing in Jesus means allowing ourselves to be changed by him. 

When we “proclaim Christ” we are not engaging in some kind of emotional blackmail 

demanding yet another moonshot- “if you don’t believe in Jesus you are destined for 

hell and God will smite you”.  How often have people not heard that message in one 
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way or another!  Rather, when we proclaim Jesus, we are inviting people to hear his 

story and to trust his story.  And what Jesus is doing through our story-telling is saying 

to whomever will listen: “What I want to do is to try to nudge you into being able to trust 

that the One who brought you and everything into being is actually trustable, and is not 

out to get you.  You can believe that One.  You can believe in him.  You can also 

believe in me.  What I did when I went to that place of shame and dishonor, to that 

space of death that so frightens you, I did in order to try to show you that it is possible to 

trust in God, that God is trustworthy.” 

Faith in Jesus is certainly part of what Christian formation is about, but it truly is about 

allowing him to get through to our scared, cynical, numbskull minds that we can actually 

trust God and can trust that the crucified one was not conquered even by shame and 

dishonor and death.  In this sense, faith formation is not yet another demand placed on 

us- which we had better accept or else!  Ultimately, faith within us is the work of the One 

who, like Aunt Phoebe, can get us to relax, can get us to trust, can get us to know that 

He wants our good.  In that sense, faith truly is the gift in us from the One who keeps on 

trying to get across to us, through the crucified One, that He actually like us. 


