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NE occasionally comes upon terse and often witty defini-

tions of a human being: the rational animal, the think-

ing ape, or (my favorite) the only animal that blushes, or
needs to. None of these pretends to be exhaustive, bur seeks o focus
on some aspect of being human. I would like to define man for my
purpose here as an insatiable hungcr. This excludes all the lower ani-
mals since their needs and desires and hungers can be satisfied; and
it is rare that a lower animal will eat itself into obesity by an overin-
dulgence in food or starve itself in a fit of anorexia. Their hungers
are rational, ordered, disciplined by innate instincts. They do not
know — as we know — that deep, inner hunger for somcthlng that
always eludes us, always seems to be just beyond our reach. And this
is as it should be: for, unlike the beasts, we have been made by God
o have — in fact to be - a hunger that can be satished by nothing
other or less than himself. The classical expression of this is Saint
Augustine’s “Thou hast made us for thyself, O Lord, and our hearts
will have no rest until they rest in thee” Paraphrase that last part -
“and our hungry hearts will have no satisfaction until they feed on
thee” — and you see the point.

But of course, we are fallen human beings — i.e., hungers that,
through sin, have become disordered, diseased, perverted. Driven
by this hunger at the cote of our being, we madly and foolishly seek
to satisfy it, not with God, but with anything other than God. By
the nature of what we are and what God is, only he can satisfy us
and make us whole and holy. That is what holiness for human beings
is — wholeness, a fully realized and restored nature united to God.
(Check the dictionary for the interesting shared etymology of the
words holiness, wholeness, and health.)

Part of the secret buried in the core of our being is the expec-
tation that in choosing God we must forsake all other things, all

other satisfactions. Francis Thompson in his poem “The Hound of

Heaven” explains why he flees from God:
For, though I knew His love Who followed,
Yet was I sore adread

Lest, lla\'ing Him, I must have naugllt beside.

And the poem (which I urge you to read and ponder) goes on
to paint the pattern all of us follow in Hccing from God, trying o
dull our hunger wich lesser things. And the end is always the same
— weary dissatisfaction; the things we grasp never satisfy us as we
thought they would. They do not deliver on their promise of mak-
ing us feel whole and sated. How could they do otherwise, in the
divine scheme of things?

All things betray thee,
Who betrayest Me.

Are we then to do nothing here on carth but hunger for God?
What of our very real and natural desires for food, for example?
Are we to renounce this hunger for real bread as an obstacle stand-

ing in the way of hungering for God?

Hardly. Our need for daily bread has been acknowledged by our
Lord in the midst of the prayer he himself gave us. In our proper
hunger for proper daily bread we find a sign and symbol of our
hunger for spiritual bread, for God. It is not our real needs and
hungers that lead us away from God, but our disordered appetites.
And what are these disorders?

At the risk of oversimplifying a complex of issues, one might
say that hunger can be disordered in several ways: cating too much,
cating the wrong things, or not cating at all. And cach of these is
analogous to a spiritual disorder of the human heart hungry for
God. One can All one’s heart with 1nu1tiplc distractions to blot out
the hunger for God; one can read the wrong books, listen to the
wrong teachings, feeding the mind with error; one can fail to pray
atall or to do any spiritual reading.

The secret to a right order is a sanity and balance under the over-
sight of our proper intelligence and the authority of our will. On
the simplest level this is demonstrated when, faced with the hunger
for a daily meal, we seck to cat a meal balanced in nutrients, reason-
ably tasty, within our budgetary means, readily obtainable, prop-
erly prepared, and in moderate quanticy. One does not need much
culinary skill or genius to attain these goals.

However, our fallen human nature is always ready to knock one
or more of these elements out of kilter. Two ways in particular stand
our, and are analogous to spiritual disorders. First is the tempration
to junk food: part of the definition of junk food is that it cares not
a whit for nutrition or calories or quantity — the more the better!
And junk food has this supreme advantage — it quickly deadens
even the sharpest physical hunger. One of the strangest forms of
junk food disorder I ever encountered was in a woman I was inter-
viewing some years ago. She informed me that, over the past few
months, she had caten a substantial quantity of the cotton stuffing
of her sofa. (It was only after this interview that I learned there was
a scientific name for her disorder: pica.)

On the spiritual level, what junk food is available to kill the hun-
ger that would draw us closer to God? Well, of course, actual junk
food will work! On a fast day, when facing extra time for prayer,
what can be more alluring than a Big Mac — “Want that with fries?”

—anda long cool drink to wash it down? But the temptation is not



peculiar to fast days. The desire to seck God - something St. Bene-
dict sets as the highest priority for a monastic or oblate — is readily
derailed by all kinds of things: Big Macs, television, movics, music,
books, magazines, conversation, gossip, alcohol, drugs, sex, or even
the stuffing in one’s sofa. So one question we need to ask often is:
Wha is the junk food in my spiritual life> Among the derails of my
daily life, what things are unnecessary and disruptive to my prayer
life and to scckjng God? What spiritually healthy food is there in
my daily life: prayer, spiritual reading, the sacraments, acts of char-
ity?

But we are subtle creatures, we fallen men and women, capable
of enormous self-deception. For not everyone is tempted by junk
food. Some of us rather fancy ourselves above such plebeian stuff
and cultivate finer tastes, lovelier distractions. Think of the possi-
bilities that abound in the world of food faddists and gourmerts. If
beer and a Big Mac can blunt the hunger for God or the desire to
pray, so too can the delicate and cultivated fare of the food elites: an
elegant picnic lunch of pate, foic gras, fresh baguettes and strawber-
ries, all washed down with bubbl}r champagnc, can be just as reala
temptation and can have just as real an effect on dulling the appetite
for God. (Under the proper circumstances, such an elegant repast
might be wholly commendable. God is not a puritan; nor should

we be.)

Some of this clitism can be reflected on a spiritual level too.
There are those fancying themselves as cultivated spiritual adeprs
who have moved well beyond the sweaty, lower-class spiritual activ-
ity of basic Mass, sacraments, bible reading and prayer. For them the
rarefied atmosphere of subtle rubrics, the proper cut of a vestment,
the intricacies of the Sarum or Byzantine rite, church polirics, eccle-
siastical intrigues, clerical shenanigans, or the latest theological con-
these are the scuff (stuff
ing?) that, while satisfying their appetite for such stuff, can casily
come to blunt their innermost hunger for God. Seeking rubrical or

roversies (prcferﬂb]y on the internet!) —

canonical correctness then becomes a substitute for secking God. It
is 511rcly a less fearful thing to become cngagcd in canons and rubrics

than to fall into the hands of the living God.

Then there ate those who carry matters a step further — the an-
orexics, who, in their appctitc for a rarified spirituﬂlity, forgct their
physical humanness. In their attempt to achieve spiritual heights,
they lose contact with the ground. In secking the bread of heaven,
they forget that the Lord rold them to ask for — and in his miracles
provided - real daily bread for the sustenance of physical bodies.
Our Lord did not come to make us angels or bodiless creatures, but
to redeem and sanctify our humanity in its wholeness — body and
soul. A spirituality that loses the balance berween these two ele-
ments of our nature is an unbalanced and unhealthy spiritualicy. Ic
is, in the strictest sense of the word, insane — lackmg in healch and
wholeness and holiness.

One of the serious problems with true physical anorexia is that
it entails a real loss of apperite — one has no desire to ear, indeed
food may seem repulsive. This similarly occurs when one undergoes
a long (several weeks) and strict fast. While in the first few days
the appetite for food can become enormously demanding, at some

point the body switches off the appetite for food. The danger comes
when one should end one’s fast and there is no : appetite for food at
all, no appetite whatsoever, Here the only remedy is to force onesclf
— ro will oneself -- to rake in food gr’tdmllv dcsplte an almost physi-
cal revulsion to do so.

One wonders then when one hears someone say I have no ap-
Pctitc for prayer, if this is not a kind of spiritual anorexia — a condi-
tion caused by a failure to be faithful daily to prayer. (An amusing
sideline: When people often confess “I forgot to pray,’ I always ask
them “Did you ever forget to eat?” I get an odd look: what does that
mean? And then the penny drops, and they realize that they have
been far more faithful to their appetite for food than to their hun-
ger for God.) Then one will say, “But I get nothing out ofpraycr; I
teel nothing” The solution is simply to say: pray anyway. The proper
hungcr will come in its proper time. But until then, one may have to
be spiritually “force-fed” or to force-feed oneself - to pray without
feeling anything. There is nothing wrong or shameful in this, any-
more than there is in a sick person’s eating because he must, rather
than because he wants to. It is simpl}r the proper and hcalth}’ thing to
do. The mind sees this, the will consents to it, and it is done. There is
wisdom in the old saying: “Pray as you can, not as you can’t.” Just as
our daily meals may seem insipid or unfulfilling emortionally while
still being nutritious and healthy, so our prayer may seem insipid,
emotionless, pointless, even a work of drudgery. Prayer does not
need to feel good or seem interesting in order to be valid and real.
And so pray always, especially when you least feel like praying. Just
as the nutrition is in the food and not in your enjoyment of the
food, so the spiritual benefit is in the prayer and in your will to pray,
not in your feclings and emotions (or lack of them).

Spiritual anorexia, in its contempt for the physical clement of our
human nature, can graduﬂlly starve itself of essential nutrition. Not
satisfied with the balanced and limited fast ordained by the church
for its welfare, it may look to nobler heights of sancl:ity and decide
to perform ascetic acts that would put mere carthlings to shame.
Such an attempt, while aping sanctity and the achievements of the
saints, is usually little more than a prideful flight from the real work
and challenge of sancrity — the seeking of God in the common and
ordinary means he has given us: in the daily bread carned by sweat
and labor to be served on our dinner table, and the spiritual bread,
given by the grace of God, in the mysteries of the church and a regu-
lar devotional life — a life probabl}r (and blcssedlyl) unmarked by
any singular accomplishments, levitations, bilocations, stigmara, ec-
stasies or odours of sanctity.

God will make us saints in his own way and in his own time. We
should certainly desire that goal and must always make ourselves
open to his work within us and upon us. We certainly need to avoid
those behaviours — those false and distracting appetites -- thar will
dull and blunt our true secking of God and his holiness. The proper
means and inscruments of that work of grace will almost certainly
be quite ordinary, mundane, undramatic, domestic, even humdrum.
Bur the grace will be real, the hunger for God will be genuine and
strong, and we will learn to rely on him, with a carefree and child-
like rrust that he will continue to provide all the bread - daily and
heavenly - thar we cruly need.



At the end of his flight from God, having given up in despair,
having seen all that he hungered for abandon and betray him, the
poct Francis Thompson flings himself at God’s fect and asks to be
slain for his folly. Instead he hears the words of Christ that each of
in his hearr of h;:arts longs to hear:

Ah, fondest, blindest, weakest!
I am he whom thou seckest....

All that thy child’s mistake fancies as lost,
I have stored for thee at home.
Rise, clasp my hand, and come!



