PREACHING TO ADULTS
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Preaching to Adults

EDWARD QUINN
‘
e
Nigzlte:;seg that your cong,regailtion consists of characters from Saturday
oyed. 5 unday Morning’, said the film critic to a preachc.:r. He was
Seatoy H;a $ most of us would bc.. Beer-swilling adulterers like A1.'thur
to be reg UI};WiI be present occasmna'ﬂy at mass, but they are not likely
tnunibc UrChgoe'rs; and even if they' were, we cannot overlook
O with lirs of orchnary decept Cathol'lcs who (?nly want as p&uch
that ¢ ere UCh types as charity strictly requires. And if we are reminded
R are also good people in this film, we can still say that they do
larg, ‘luuately represent the great variations which we can find in most
engctesdon Sunday. But the r'eminder does dravx.i attention to an
¢ Most cd aspect of our preac.:hmg: thc. congregation. .

and Asery Conscientious priest will spend time and energy in stuc.lym.g
Sip]. Ing the material for his sermon and then in presenting it
"¢ knows that he cannot rely on a theological training on the
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LIFE OF THE SPIRIT

part of his congregation as a whole nor to all intents and purposes on the
part of individuals. He must not say that an understanding of the do¢
trine of the Trinity requires a firm grasp of the notion of procession o
that an appreciation of the distinction between ex opere operato and &
opere operantis is vital to an intelligent reception of the sacraments. T

is largely a question of terminology and most priests will aim at a deepe*
simplicity. .

‘“Whosoever will not receive the kingdom of God as a little Chﬂfi’
they will quote, thinking with joy of the monthly, weekly and daily
communicants who resent high-flown orations and insist—withot*
even knowing Thomas 3 Kempis—on their need of being pleasing ¥
the Trinity rather than disputing learnedly about it. They may also cf
feeling slightly irritated by those who think that the priest’s title ¢
‘Father’ gives him no right to talk to them as if they were really childre?
This irritation is not unnatural, especially when—as so often in
country—criticism comes as a kind of explosion after over-long s¥
mission to the priest’s authority as if it were that of the pope himself 2%
hedged about with the privilege of infallibility. But the objection %
is not unnatural.

Our sermons and instructions, except at a mass intended particulafly
for the children, must be addressed to adults. We have to take acco®
of variety in the congregation, but there is a limit: provision must
made for children’s instruction, but at most or all of the Sunday mass®
we are concerned with the over-fifteens and largely with much 01‘.1“
persons with adult responsibilities and cxperience—an experience W
may be deeper than our own.

Experience of life there well may be, but we must not expect €
among the devout that acceptance of the importance of the suP
natural which comes easily to a priest who merely observes to the Je
the rules of clerical life. He has his daily mass and office, spiritual readlilg’
his ministry, his additional week-end duties—all concerned dir f
with worship of God and the establishment of his kingdom on c,
The layman spends most of his time in a wholly secular atmoSPhslr]
often faced with discomforts and hardships from which we are caref Z
protected; women living at home may be free from some © &
burdens, but they have others: the care of the household, bringi{lg op
children, loneliness and often the strain of making a living for the spins s
and the widow. For both men and women Sunday mass will only ?cw
part of the week-end relief from some of the week-day burdens. A ¢ ¢
will look forward to it as the greatest event of the week and will @

eve?
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PREACHING TO ADULTS

cagerly to worship and to hear the word of God, perhaps also come to
n €vening service; but we are deluding ourselves if we think that the
M3jority r egard it as much more than a simple duty, sometimes pleasant
ut all'most always involving some inconvenience. The cares of the week
m ntrude on their thoughts and cause distraction; more often there
will be anxiety about distracted children, present with them or left in
the care of the other parent—a Catholic who also has to get out to mass
or 3 non-Catholic who cannot really appreciate the nced of a strict
Obhgation in this matter. Television and radio have also had an effect
o0 the mogy willing listener. Not many of us have the approach of an
Arc bishop Heenan or even the technique of some of the more capable
cergymen who try to lift up our hearts in the early morning. If we are
00 aull, too complex or—quite simply—too long, some of our con-
8tegation will be uneasy about their charges in church or at home and
hany will simply switch off—accustomed as they are to background
Music while they get on with their every-day occupations.
ese are perhaps superficial difficulties, but they must affect our style
an . OUr timing, We must not rush through the mass to satisfy the im-
Patient, we cannot neglect the duty of enlightening and uplifting them;
Ut tnless our instruction is brief enough for a morning low mass not to
€ Protracted much beyond three quarters of an hour, it will fall on
Iy many deaf ears.
eSCCn(:rC important is the outlook, based on experience, of these ac.iol—
% grown-up men and women, the middle-aged and the ageing.
- ey will take 2 great deal from us, not even think of protesting, but
it ,\XsllmPIY not assimilate whatis Patcntly remote fr.om life as they know
the s: cannot, for instance, effectively condemn b1rth—c.0ntrol ur.llcss az.
marrinée tme we show that we are awarc of the heroism required o1
layy azd People who respond in this respect to the demands of natura
obsery Supernatural grace. The same heroism may well b‘e requlrefi ;o
usti ebm our present-day world many anot:her law which we glibly
% Ciey OY arguments from reason. The maintenance of the aﬂiuent
Y 1S often as cruel in its effects as the struggle for existence in the
neCessts'Of starvatioxll. We only -nced to recall familiar theses on. the
i thelty of revelation to appreciate t.:hc fact that natural truths obvious
o1 cmselves have never been obvious to the greatest and most en-
anc;eo}ed thinkers in history. And we know from theolo.gy that obscrv-
in ghye ‘the nat’ural law cannot go very far w1thput the aid of grace. Itis
hmvennatural world that our pcgglc have to live and find their way to
» No point in our emphasizing the fact: they know that world

v
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LIFE OF THE SPIRIT

far better than we can ever expect to do. Our task is less to lay down the
law than to draw their attention to the wonder of grace and the grandeur
of their vocation.

Doctrine must then be presented simply indeed, not in the form we
assimilated it in the seminary—not merely because this would be diff-
cult, but because it was grasped largely as remote from real life—but
also not again in the form in which they received it in school. The
catechism may be used to stir the memory, but merely as a starting-point
for an altogether grander presentation. To go back to the two examples
mentioned earlier in this article: we shall preach the Trinity and bring
out the importance of the processions, but without using the namé
and we shall remember that parents in our congregation are properly
so named because their function is analogous to and therefore truly
resembling, however remotely, the divine fatherhood; we shall shoW
that the sacraments have their effect independently of the merits of the
priest, because they are the gestures of Christ himself pressing his grac®
upon us and only impeded by downright ill-will. When we first Jearned
about the sacraments, we were little aware of our capacity for evil, fof
determined resistance to the love of Christ; and for a long time after W¢
had been accustomed to say ‘Our Father’ and even to know Mary’s s0%
as the Son of God, we had no conception of the capacity for generots
self-giving on the part even of a merely human paternal or filial love:
We must give our congregations credit for knowing these things’
whether ill or well cducated, they are adults and they have had exper”
ence of life.

This still does not mean that we are to be continually seeking examples
in real life, to press analogy beyond the limits it will bear. Tone and
accent can convey our sympathy and understanding and make cleaf
abstruse doctrines as well as words. This will be achieved to the extett
that, on the one hand, doctrine is presented in terms of the person ©
Christ—with whom revelation reaches its climax and most pe ‘?Ct
expression—and, on the other, we know in their individual and family
lives the members of the congregation facing us. ¢

The parish priest and curates who have been resident for a numbef @
years have special advantages here. They may not hear much criticis®
of their sermons, still less well-founded praise, but they ought to l?avﬁ
discovered the general level of education and know what spifit
resources can be tapped to bring the devout up to a higher standard
sanctity and draw the worldly towards a deeper understanding a#
more ready acceptance of the burdens of the faith. They should kno¥
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:Ll: léaarltlicular circumstances _Of diﬂ‘erer}t families and in'dividu‘als and
hcouss Owance for these while presenting a message enhghtcnmg .and
orma, flll'g to all. They can falso make the.u' sermons and wnstructions
somerhy ¢ influences on the life of the pagsh.a§ a whole. A group is
and the g more than the sum-total of tl.le individuals who compose it
More cgfeéfdl?r can take advantage of this fact both to.mal.cc his message
ParticulaanH.lcmg and to cement the bonds of cha1t1ty in the parish,
tly if he links it with the mass and communion.
© these last themes we must return again and again. The liturgy as it
ents the mysteries of Churist throughout the Church’s year must be
"ain source of sermon material, but that is only to say that our Lord
Stbe Presented as a real person, living now and risen, but bringing the
eesr:gufn to effect in our midst; it means also that we are drawing on
« Olarsl}ali ures for our picture of him and thercf(?rc on the devout
deve] P which has both b'rought out the meaning Qf the text and
oped the theology of the incarnate Word. Precisely in order to gain
35 opposed to a notional—and living assent to these truths, to
& deeper faith and a mature love, we ourselves must study as well
%Y and give to our people the ripe fruits of our study.
Om?tri:gmc}l more—needs to be said of the humanity of 'Christ. We
idno coel to troublie lEhe congregation with reasons why this humanity
- Istitute a distinct person, with the diverse modes of knowledge
1 soul of Chrigt or with the reconciliation of his impeccability with
then’u:;;r; freedfnn. But we do need to rcﬂe.ct again on these things and
Cconfident in our grasp of the underlying principles, speak boldly
- € perfect as human and perfect in its glad submission to divine
f;njoo"f’eVCr mystefious %t'may be tha.t adivine person, Wlth ahuman
n i isymlg the beatific vision, grew in know_lcdg.e,. it is a fact. And
st umrF ated to a progressive awareness of his mission on carth, itis
0 knoyy v;;llatmg and encouraging to growing men and women sgekmg
at God wants of them. If he was without sin and without
egpzagon which takes us by surprise, arising from.passion,. he was
Mercly aIs) ed: the gospel gf 'thc first Sunday in Lent is not given us
of the de ;111 example, but it is that 'anc% it needs to be explained in terms
Otide Ti:n thuman. suffering whlch it caused. Itcan l?e used constanFly
a t to explain the necessity of re-making with a mature faith
-snjr‘ZICSS of our solitude in thi§ world the §hoice made for. us at our
wi reSO‘lutnd the fact that, with his human mmd' made up, his humz%n
Wi oy € to the end, confirmed and perfected in grace, he could still
¢nce not only of our duty of prayer but also of the need
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constantly to renew that decision of faith. The mystery remains, bt
adult experience of life—with or without advanced education—assuré
the preacher of a response.

We can insist on the cruelty of our Lord’s death without having
make comparisons with other ways of dying. Possibly some of o
congregation have witnessed worse things than a crucifixion, nearly
have come into contact with death in some form and know it to b¢
always a crucl and a severe test to the faith of anyone who has reache
beyond childhood dreams of heaven. On the other hand, the longing
for survival of the whole man—without regard to philosophical arg¥
ments for the immortality of the soul—is sufficiently strong to prepa®
the mind for belicf in the resurrection. Again this must be presented, 2%
merely as an argument in apologetics, still less as something construct¢
out of shattered beliefs, but precisely as a fact which shattered the
disciples’ complacency and despair, another call to leave all things 3%
abandon their accustomed ways, another challenge to their love. H¥
to believe, impossible without grace, but still the only thing which wil
satisfy the age-old longing of mankind. In presenting the fact of East?
as historical truth, why should we not appeal to the experience of
race, even to folk-memories more vivid in the young but more sur
determining attitudes and rousing hopes in the old:

Ganz vergessener Volker Miidigkeiten
Kann ich nicht abtun von meinen Lidern.

In a word, we arc addressing adults and appealing to a co
experience. In a very young priest the congregation will forgive
even be impressed by a certain innocence, but those of us who are 0%
thirty will make no impression unless we combine innocence W .
experience. The best among our audience are a little cynical, they hg
lost many illusions but they only ask of us some understanding ©
world as it is and a hint as to how they can realise the truth that
preach. Again, we do not need to experience all the burdens of s
world to preach effectively; we doneed toknow the Christ of the GosP™”

Our Healer’s body, bloodless clay

Stretched on the gallows.. . . .

the bliss

When the Son came victorious in his power

With all good souls, into God’s domain.
If we cannot produce poetry like the author of the Dream of the Roo
must at least share the experience which gave rise to it. That will su
to convince our adults that the message counts.

mmo?
and
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. We must.also have in mind particular groups or individuals among
ese é}dult listeners. We may well hold them by the very fact of taking
M 1nto our confidence, of recognizing their adult status. But a little

I:OYC_ effort—expressed in an occasional remark or merely in the tone
Yoice—may bear much more fruit.

the eg shall not off.end the illiterate if we carcfplly choose our words for

ucated. But in fact there are almost no illiterates today and there

;roe a great many who are better educated than ourselves. They have
* perhaps studied philosophy or theology, but if they have gained an

;I;O“I'S degree they have ccrtainlly studi.ed their own subject at a deeper

than the average seminarist studies theology. The pass degree

P e(’Pl'e', the technicians, the business men and even some of the general

S;;Ztétlo?ers have. infur%atingly one-track mindﬁ, but the}y rightly

on, of us not d.lct.atonal statements, but thf: guidance Whlch‘comes
e la more specialized study and.grea.tcr leisure to develop it. We
theny, ong been accustQmed to talk in this way to dqctf)rs, considering
on acéis equals prqfesswnally and possessed of a spec1ah.zed knowledge
ount of which they deserved to be addressed with respect; nor

¢ We offended if, while acknowledging the supernatural dignity of

€ Priesthood, they spoke to us as colleagues—concerned with their

Problems from a different aspect. Today specialists of one kind or

. dze:f' are sufﬁcic.ntly prominent in the congregation to demand our

solics smg them with t_hc same kind of respect. That app'hes not qnly to

“but trS, teachers, busu}ess men—th.c §talwarts .Of Catenian associations

of e 2 the ex}dless variety of technicians required for the functioning
Modern society.

- € Specialists and technicians are particularly noticeable among the

/Pung, the contemporaries of Arthur Seaton, and the same bent of mind

diiﬁce:ldy evident among tcen-agers. To holFl their attention is the most
. it of all, but if we can gain it—by solid argument, not by super-

3ppeals—we can be sure that the rest of the congregation is with us.

W}lll; 1;“3 is not the place to discuss the causes of lapsing among the young,
§ er Catholic schools or parents are to blame. The best school cannot
ris:fl?ate_ the religious problems of a highl).f personal charac.ter which
o Ot 1ts pupils only after they have left it. Good Catholic parents,

N Plionally gifted with understanding and sympathy, may still seem
Ote to a disturbed adolescent. As priests and as elders, we also are

. Ote. But perhaps just because we do not seem to be getting at him,

advl}'ouflger person may be more oper to our message than to parental
ce,
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Undoubtedly, we have to confirm the lesson he is now learning that
the world is a hard place and loyalty to the faith may demand great®
hardship. But we cannot leave it at that. We must recognize also b
adult status and offer him the faith in terms intelligible to someone who
has gone beyond his school-books, show him supernature as exaltin
and not suppressing all those natural instincts which are now so urgend_y
seeking expression. We shall do this more effectively if our teaching 15
directed at the congregation as a whole; the younger members must b
made to feel that they have discovered for themselves the relevance ©
the preacher’s message to their personal problems.

There are other classes for whom provision must be made in the
manner if not in the matter of our sermons. It is unpardonable to addres
women as the infertor sex, but we do not need to make heroic efforts £
understand the female mind; for the most partitissufficient to remembef
that they also are adults, with experiences and responsibilities in f}}C
natural order which the most heroic priest is glad to be spared. Nor W
it do to assume that the old are satisfied with the familiar commonplaces*
they too want to be reminded of the adventure of faith and the freshne®
of the grace of Christ in their unageing souls.

This is a hard task. It might be easier if certain improvements We
introduced into Catholic schools, if projected reforms in the liturgy
were already here. There is a place for discussing all these problem*
But when we go into the pulpit, we have to take our congregation 45 x
is and use that occasion as if it were all we had for making them it
saints and promoting the kingdom of God on earth.
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