Understanding Reverence

Cultivating a pilgrim’s eye for beauty (Part III)
Sister Dominic Mary Heath
Many of us, unfortunately, won’t find good role models of reverence close by. But another way to
learn reverence, which is open to all of us, is to grow in understanding.
I once met a man in his sixties who complained to me about the simplistic way his third-grade teacher had explained heaven to him. She told the class that they should imagine having good things in
heaven just like they have good things now. For example, if they lived in a blue house, they would
have a blue house in heaven. This analogy, similar to the one C. S. Lewis uses in The Last Battle, didn’t sit well with him as a child: his family lived in an apartment!
“Now, isn’t that a silly way to explain heaven?” he asked me.

“Yes,” I agreed. “But you’re not a child anymore. To learn reverence, we have to become as recepWhat have you done since third grade to under- tive as little children.
stand heaven better?”
His is a common mentality. Many people grow up enough to criticize their first, childish ideas about
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faith, but don’t follow through to more mature ideas about God, creation, and the human person.
Left in a state of arrested development, reverence can’t ripen.
Understanding allows us to experience reverence in its mature mode. It is the necessary completion
of childlike imitation, no matter how young or old we are when we begin to comprehend divine
truths. Understanding is something we can cultivate ourselves, firstly by studying the truths of nature
and revelation, and secondly by removing misconceptions that are obstacles to reverence in our
lives. If I imagine that God is a crotchety old man in the sky, for example, and don’t know that he is
spirit infinitely perfect and blessed in himself, who has created me to share in his goodness, I won’t
be able to assume an authentic posture of subjection to him, one of gratitude and supplication.
The point is that when I walk into a place of sacred beauty, the ideas I bring with me really matter.
Irreverence grows out of ugly ideas I have about creation, the human person, and God’s saving providence. These misconceptions make it difficult for me to recognize beauty no matter how much of it I
see around me. Becoming aware of my own misconceptions can open me to the experience of beauty in its three traditional properties – proportion, integrity, and clarity – and serve as a remedy for
irreverence itself.
Reverence and Bodies

Serving
the
City

Disregard for the body is a second common idea, one that keeps us from experiencing the beauty of
the human person. Most of us are very comfortable with an easygoing attitude that says, “No worries, what I do with my body is spiritually irrelevant.” The idea that bodies have responsibilities is
unfamiliar, and the fact that reverence makes demands on our bodies seems rude. Reverence, religion, God: these are matters of the mind and soul.
Meanwhile, however, we’re clearly missing something. And that’s not a bad definition of ugly. Beauty is characterized by integrity. Integrity as an aesthetic value refers to the pleasure our minds take in
seeing completeness and wholeness in things. It is the beauty of a thing that has all its parts, neither
too many nor too few. It pleases me because through it I glimpse something of God – the fullness of
being – himself. If I want to see the beauty of the world and my place in it (proportion), I can’t over-

look the fact that I am a soul and a body (integrity). It’s precisely the integrity of the human person
that explains why we owe God acts of embodied reverence.
We need our bodies in order to receive knowledge of the world around us. We derive knowledge
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