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Introduction

WHAT is a “real” Catholic? Well, I suppose that

could depend on one’s point of view. 

� If you are a practicing Catholic but feeling out-of-sync,

a “real” Catholic might be the super-devout person in

the next pew. You know the one: so focused, never miss-

ing a response, and—if that weren’t intimidating

enough—her kids behave. 

� You may be a baptized Catholic, but not practicing the

faith. Then for you, a “real” Catholic might be your co-

worker, who shows up on Ash Wednesday with ashes.

He hasn’t a clue that he makes you a bit uncomfortable,

the ashes reminding you of the days when it was effort-

less for you to be a “real” Catholic. Or maybe your dis-

comfort springs from the fact that the effort proved so

difficult that it drove you away. 

� You could be a practicing Catholic, but stalled, having

been there, done that. You have a vast collection of T-

shirts from Cursillo, Marriage Encounter, Retreats-

Here-and-There, but you somehow feel disconnected

from today’s “real” Catholics. They are too conservative,

too liberal, too. . . . 
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� Perhaps you are a member of another faith or profess no

faith at all, but wondering how a “real” Catholic thinks

about things like confession, fasting, daily Mass and

other practices that seem, well, unusual—to say the

least.

When the essay, “True Confession,” (see page 18)

appeared in America, an amazing number of people said to

me, “That is just the way I feel about confession!” Some

friends belonging to other faiths remarked that now they

could begin to understand how Catholics felt when they

confessed their sins to another person. I realized the expe-

rience I had described was that of a “real” Catholic, real

not because I had the answers, but because my experience

was one of questioning: “Why do I do this stuff?” or “Why

don’t I do this stuff?” And this questioning, challenging, of

oneself is indeed the experience of so very many, and very

real Catholics.

I started to explore further, taking on such “givens” as

fasting and contributing money to my parish. When Emilie

Cerar called and asked if I might consider a book, I was

surprised, a bit intimidated, and yet challenged, because

she made me think it might be possible. With her encour-

agement, I began to look at many other areas in the prac-



tice of Catholicism that need constant exploration and

reflection if they are to keep us spiritually vital. After all,

that was their original purpose!

Spiritual vitality is critical for each of us, but ultimately

spiritual vitality is the product of the everyday reasoning

and struggle that leads one up to the brink. This is the

point where you must either come to a screeching halt or

make a leap of faith into the arms of the Unknowable and

trust that you will be caught safely—that you won’t be left

to crash and burn.

When I reflect on my “real” Catholic life, I see a pattern.

For extended periods I seem to pace back and forth along

that brink without taking any risks. Then there comes a

stretch when I find myself constantly airborne. Sometimes

I balk simply out of fear, hardness of heart or other para-

lyzing condition. Other times I’m too lazy to deal serious-

ly with doubt, and so I push it into a comfortable back-

ground. But when I am willing to struggle, surprisingly,

help is there when I need it. It arrives in a late night phone

call from a friend a half a continent away. It speaks to me

through a priest in the confessional. It is a conversation

overheard in an airport. It is a speeding, flashy red con-

vertible that makes me scramble for the curb.
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Yet somehow the struggle is amusing. Really! Humor is

an ongoing theme in my spiritual life. If you think that

seems ridiculous, you need to know about my Uncle

Frank. When the altar rail was removed from his parish

church, he took it and stored it in his basement, certain

that better days would return. But one day, as I told that

story, I saw I was turning into a postmodern Vatican II ver-

sion of him. Another absurdity popped up when I became

convinced that my negative feelings about fasting were

NOT MY FAULT, but the fault of the bishop of South

Bend/Ft. Wayne, Indiana. Silly? Maybe it seems that way to

some, but I guess I take my faith so seriously that I man-

age to see something funny—even incongruous—in it at

times. 

Another running theme is surrender. One can’t struggle

forever. Well, let me correct that. One can, and one should

struggle, but the struggle should be, in the long run, a pro-

gressive thing. Surrender makes the struggle productive

and progress possible. When I surrendered and returned to

individual confession, an amazing outpouring of grace,

challenges, and yes, even new temptations followed. It took

some time, a patient confessor, and, again, a sense of

humor, but I could see I was moving forward! Surrender
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helps me realize what is important, and it reminds me Who

is in charge.

There is more to the practice of our faith than what

appears on the surface. But to dive deeper we need to

probe our doubts, question our reflexive thinking, and dis-

cuss these things with one another. We need to ask: How

important is it for us to remain Catholic? What strategies do we

employ to do so? 

Questions like these can’t be answered unless we disen-

gage our “auto-pilot” and get an intellectual grip on our

faith. In his sermon, “The Travesty of Truth,” Msgr.

Ronald A. Knox explains why. “The Catholic religion is

very much more than a creed; it is a life, a loyalty, a

romance. But it is a creed, too; and the assertion of it

involves us in an intellectual responsibility. Man’s intellect

is part of himself, and must be represented, consequently,

in the scheme of his salvation.”

It is my hope to contribute to this scheme with this

book.
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True Confession   

It was a dark and stormy night. It was. Really! I parked

in the lower lot and came through the parish center

entrance. Taking the stairs two at a time because I was on

the edge of being late, I hurried toward the church, think-

ing about all the other things I needed to do before

Christmas. The communal penance service would be one

more thing I could soon check off my list. 

I negotiated the corners and headed into the stretch. As

I passed a room on my left, I noticed a piece of paper taped

near the door that noted, “Vesting room for priests for the

penance service.” The room was packed full of priests,

vested in albs and stoles. When I saw the sheer number in

there, I knew I was in trouble. Deep trouble. It was clear

to me what kind of “penance service” this was going to be.

. . . I recalled the parish bulletin said "individual confes-

sion," but I had assumed it would be an option. I must not

have read the fine print. 

At this point it would have been fairly simple to hang a

left in the atrium and melt into the darkness through the

north doors. But I decided to, well, stick it out—at least for

a while. I would just pray with the congregation and hope

for a general absolution.
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I slid into a pew toward the back.

The priests came in and sat in a large group in the pews

to the left of the sanctuary. They were young, old, middle-

aged. There were even a couple of red beanies—bishops?

Really! Hmmm. This was getting interesting. Father Peter,

our associate pastor, approached the altar and explained

this penance service would not feature general absolution,

only individual confession. After a brief Liturgy of the

Word, the priests would be stationed throughout the

church and atrium. Then he introduced each confessor to

the congregation. 

I started to rethink my plans. How long had it been

since my last individual confession? Even my attendance at

communal penance services with general absolution had

dropped off. The last one I attended had been at least a

couple of years ago. You know how these things get away

from you. . . . But individual confession? Let me think. Five

years? More like ten. Let's see, when did our kids reach dri-

ving age so they could (presumably) go on their own?

Good grief! Could it have been that long? 

Why did I stop going to individual confession? The

short answer is I never really knew how to be a good pen-

itent. And, when I matured and made some admittedly
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feeble attempts to grow into this sacrament, I couldn't

seem to find a priest who knew how to hear my confessions

to my satisfaction. Over many years, I did find one, but

then we moved away, and frankly I didn't search too hard

to find another confessor. As soon as penance services with

general absolution became a fairly common practice, that

worked for me! 

It was getting near crunch time. The Scripture had been

read, the priests were dispatched to their stations, and the

confessionals were open for business. 

I sat.

Finally I decided I could . . . I should . . . do this. Now.

The atmosphere was inspiring. The people around me

were prayerful. The priests within my view were absorbed

in what the penitents were saying. The next question was,

did I want to go to a bishop? How about a really old

priest—one who truly had heard everything there was to

hear? Maybe a young priest, who could benefit from my

adding to his portfolio. This was getting too complicated.

Afraid my resolve would weaken, I just found the longest

line and made sure I would be last. 

As the line inched forward I started to think about what

I was going to say. After all, it had been close to twenty


