
Chapter 1

I have sometimes come away from Christian events feeling a little 
deflated. This is not because I disagreed with what was said, but more 
often than not as a result of seeing what was under the surface of the 
message. This hidden message appears to be that a true Christian is 
very serious – all the time.

I come from a Catholic background, and I can understand this. We 
are surrounded by images of saints – usually unsmiling. We read 
the stories of their lives and take in the values of offering things up, 
constant prayer, and giving one’s whole life to God and the service of 
God’s people. We absorb messages from hymns, like “Sweet Sacrament 
Divine”, in which we are encouraged to pray intimately with Jesus, 
telling “our tale of misery”. We are specialists in gloom and penance!

Pope Francis has attempted to shake up this perception. I loved 
it when I read him saying: “An evangeliser must never look like 
someone who has just come back from a funeral!”1 Elsewhere he 
reminded the Church that, “Far from being timid, morose, acerbic 
or melancholy, or putting on a dreary face, the saints are joyful and 
full of good humour”.2 The fact that all three titles of his Apostolic 
Exhortations to date refer to “joy” shows that he is attempting to 
convey a message to the Christian world – that joy is a mark of the 
true Christian believer.

Lighten 
up!
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Spotlight on the saints – St Teresa of Calcutta

During his time as pope, between 1978 and 2005, John Paul II was 

known for canonizing an unprecedented number of saints. Around 

that time, as a bishop recounted the story to me, Mother Teresa 

was asked by one of her sisters how she could become a saint. The 

sister most likely was expecting a pious answer on living a holy life, 

serving the poor, and praying frequently. Instead, Mother Teresa 

laughed and said, “If you want to be a saint, die now. The pope is 

canonizing everyone!”

Fr James Martin SJ3

I am not suggesting that Christians must become frivolous jesters – 
that has the potential to be harmful in certain circumstances. There is a 
time for everything – appropriate solemnity and sensitivity are vital for 
living with each other, especially in times of sorrow. Yet a Spirit-filled 
existence would surely include a certain amount of light-heartedness. 
G.K. Chesterton, in his characteristically witty way, argued:

Modern investigators of miraculous history have solemnly 
admitted that a characteristic of the great saints is their power of 
“levitation”. They might go further; a characteristic of the great 
saints is their power of levity. Angels can fly because they can 
take themselves lightly… Pride is the downward drag of all things 
into an easy solemnity… Seriousness is not a virtue… It is really 
a natural trend or lapse into taking one’s self gravely, because it 
is the easiest thing to do… It is easy to be heavy: hard to be light. 
Satan fell by the force of gravity.4
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In my opinion, Chesterton hit the nail on the head: Christians are 
called to tread the narrow path of levity, inspired by the saints, who 
rose above the easy road of being overly grave. Living lightly is holy.

In his great chapter on play in the second volume of his Free and 
Faithful in Christ, the Redemptorist moral theologian Fr Bernard 
Häring C.Ss.R. wrote:

Whoever knows how to play and to dance can take things 
seriously. He is interested in what he is doing, yet his seriousness 
is serenity, joy, overflowing liberty. In play we learn the kind of 
seriousness which is completely human and so far away from 
the sad seriousness of those who see life only as a burden and 
not as a gift.5

When we take part in something recreational – be it a game, 
dancing, art or music, it is still important to understand the rules, 
technique and so on. Yet part of the joy that comes from recreation 
is knowing that there won’t be serious consequences if we don’t get it 
a hundred per cent right. We discover freedom. We discover a new 
side of ourselves that is often not expressed in our work. We find 
that we can be creative, spontaneous, or simply let our hair down.

The fact that these activities are not compulsory, but we take part 
in them anyway, expresses something of God. God created many 
things in the world, even us, which God did not need to make, but 
did. These things just are. This tells us that there is something playful 
about God. The Jesuit philosopher Fr James Schall SJ, suggested that:

We take the world too seriously, too grimly. If we do not believe 
in God, we must believe in the supreme importance of the 
world. And the world cannot bear such seriousness. It makes 
such a small faith. The existence of God frees us from the 
solemnity of the world.6
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Creatures throughout the world 
range from the majestic and 
magnificent to the ridiculously 
bizarre and, frankly, funny. I can’t 
look at nature closely without 
suspecting that God has a fantastic 
sense of humour and bundles of 
playfulness. With that in mind, I can 
easily picture God having a chuckle 
when I get all serious about things.

For instance, when fully flowered 
the Ophrys apifera, known as the bee 
orchid, mimics the shape of a female 
bee. This attracts male bees, who 
have their wicked way with these 
flowers and buzz off. The poor boys 
have been duped and, in the process, 
help to pollinate the beautiful flower.

We ourselves begotten and born like the other beasts, we who 

then become children and move forward from youth to the 

wrinkles of old age, we who are like flowers which last but for a 

moment and who then die and are transported into that other 

life – truly we deserve to be looked upon as a children’s game 

played by God.

St Maximus the Confessor7
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