Christian Maturity as Loving Relationships?
Brent Slife!

Man [sic] is but a network of relationships and these alone matter to him. Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

What if we considered the Great Commandment the ultimate goal of Christian maturity?
““You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your
mind.” This is the greatest and first commandment. And a second is like it: “You shall love your
neighbor as yourself’””(Mt 22: 37-39). What would Christian maturity look like from the
viewpoint of these two developing relationships, our vertical relationship with God and our
horizontal relationship with neighbors? After all, this declaration of Jesus is the “greatest” of all
commandments, and “all the law and the prophets” depend on it (Mt 22: 38-40).

There is surely no question about the significance of loving relationships. My discipline of
psychology has long evidenced the value of human relationships in virtually all aspects of the
field, from therapy to parenting.’ Research has shown the critical importance of loving
relationships for our health, both physical and mental, as well as our longevity, success, and
well-being.™ In fact, there’s an oft-cited maxim in psychology: “It’s the relationship that heals.”V
And | don’t think there’s much controversy about the significance of loving relationships in
Christianity. The Apostle Paul, as just one of many Biblical examples, reinforces the Great
Commandment with an almost poetic passage that ends with the phrase, “and the greatest of
these is love” (1 Cor 13:13). Loving relationships are clearly at least a vital factor in Christian
maturity.

The purpose of this essay, then, is to explore what may be involved in a change of focus,
from the maturing of Christian individuals to the maturing of Christian relationships. The Great
Commandment is too often understood as pointing to the lovers rather than the loving. So, |
begin this essay with the reasons a change of emphasis may be needed, including problematic
cultural factors in the current focus on individuals. | then provide some necessary conceptual
tools to guide us in truly fulfilling the Great Commandment. Finally, | offer some preliminary
thoughts about how these tools may be used to mature these loving relationships.

The Problem

Any focus on the development of Christian relationships would need to consider both
dimensions of the Great Commandment, the vertical and the horizontal. It goes without saying
that the vertical dimension is crucial. But the biblical phrase preceding the horizontal — “a
second is like it” — seems to indicate that both dimensions are significant. Indeed, the vertical
may not even be separable from the horizontal. As Jesus put it to Simon Peter: “do you love
me?... Then feed my sheep” (Jn 21: 15-17). The vertical, however, seems to have received the
lion’s share of attention in American Christianity. As Richard Beck observes: “we tend to focus
on achieving intimacy with God [the vertical dimension] — through prayer, Sabbath, liturgy,
Bible study and fasting — and routinely fail to get around to directly practicing interpersonal
and emotional virtues [the horizontal dimension].”V Vi

Beck also describes what he believes is a typical justification for this vertical emphasis. He
calls it the Trickle-Down Theory: if we get the vertical dimension right, it will trickle down to the
horizontal. Beck, however, seems to challenge the validity, if not the utility of this trickle-down



understanding of spiritual formation. His primary reason for this challenge seems to be
Christianity’s penchant for educational practices. He agrees with James K A Smith" that our
main practices of spiritual formation are “overly, even excessively education-based,”vi! with
Sunday School, Bible Study, Christian books, etc. In fact, Beck calls this educational emphasis the
“first mistake of spiritual formation”.* As he notes, a psychopath could get all A’s in Bible class
and reflect none of its meanings in daily life. The issue isn’t the head, in this sense. It’s the
heart, especially the heart’s relationship to others.*

If Beck and Smith are right, then we’re perhaps unknowingly not only limiting the
development of the horizontal; we’re also curtailing the development of whatever bond it has
with the vertical. The net effect is that neither dimension is allowed to fully flourish. The most
obvious way to correct this effect is to concentrate our collective efforts on loving relationships
generally, vertical and horizontal. This simple change of focus is probably right as far as it goes.
Yet | believe it ultimately underestimates the depth of the problem, especially in our Western
culture. As some church leaders have recognized,” Western culture frequently manifests
aspects of individualism that can present important obstacles to a focus on loving relationships.
Definitions of individualism vary greatly. So, | want to narrow considerably what I’'m calling
“individualistic” here to one of the more prominent of these obstacles, the valorizing of the
self-contained individual.

From the individualist’s perspective (as I’'m now using the term), a person’s identity or self is
supposedly contained within the individual as a metaphoric storage of experiences and
knowledge gained through life. This way of understanding the person can mean that the
individual is relatively complete without the need of relationships. Relationships may be nice,
but they’re not absolutely necessary to a person’s identity or personality. This individualistic
perspective also puts the emphasis of maturity on the knowledge gained through the person’s
life. Because the self is a kind of container for experiences, the best way to mature people is
through the quality of knowledge they receive and store in their brains. Again, relationship-
building is, at best, secondary.

Consider George’s identity as an illustration of this individualist viewpoint. As the
valedictorian of his small high school class, George has a “bright guy” identity because he
contains within his brain sufficient knowledge, capacity, and experiences. His parents
encourage him to make friends, but George feels that friends are irrelevant to his “image.” In
fact, the individualist doesn’t view the issue of friends as having much to do with who George
really is. George’s self, his smart-guy identity, concerns what’s inside not what’s outside. This
individualist understanding also has important ramifications for the churches who want George
to mature in his faith. Because George’s self is understood as a container of knowledge, the
implication is that the right knowledge should lead to a transformed identity, a spiritual rebirth
— hence the present emphasis on education-based Christian practices.

At this point in our analysis of “George” and our individualist culture, all that seems to be
necessary to mature loving relationships is to do something counter-cultural: deemphasize the
container aspects of individualism, such as the dependence on education, and develop the skills
required for loving relationships. Even so, | fear there are still other cultural issues that hamper
this development. Perhaps most relevant, many theoretical psychologists have warned that the
development of loving relationships depends on the understanding we have of those
relationships. They describe at least two fundamentally different ways of understanding



relationships. One contains a hidden individualism, while the other is a more radically relational
approach. For our purposes here, we’ll label these two understandings individualistic
relationality and holistic relationality. These terms are unfortunately a mouthful, but please
be patient. I'm hopeful my illustrative characters, George and Sally, will make practical sense of
these terms. They have important nuances about maturity we’ll want to appreciate and
significant misconceptions about growth we’ll want to avoid.

Individualistic and Holistic Relationality

As we’ll soon see, individualistic and holistic relationality have much in common, but they
also differ greatly. We’ve already described how the individualist would understand George’s
self-contained identity. At this point, we need to know how an individualistic relationist would
understand his interpersonal connections. Perhaps foremost, this type of relationality is labeled
“individualistic” because interpersonal connections are thought to arise from the individuals
involved in those relationships. George, from this viewpoint, is first an individual — a self-
contained personality or identity — before he forms relationships. Relationships are secondary
to or a product of self-contained persons.

George, for instance, meets Sally in high school, and they go on to form a dating
relationship. George’s self-contained, bright-guy identity is attractive to Sally, just as Sally’s
personality, her sweet vulnerability, is alluring to George. Their relationship is considered a
combination of two formerly separate individuals. And it doesn’t matter when they may have
formed relationships, with anyone. Going back even to their infancy, the individualist
understands each of them to have primitive identities from their early nature and nurture,
which only later lead to their relationships. A quick example is the notion of temperament. A
child is thought to come with a temperament first and then relationships are formed. Personal
identities produce relationships, not the other way around.

This individualistic perspective doesn’t necessarily mean that George and Sally don’t value
their relationship. In fact, individualistic relationists generally believe that interpersonal bonds
play a pivotal role in all sorts of important aspects of life and living. Actually, individualists and
holists prize interpersonal relationships. It’s the reason they’re both relationists. The terms
“individualistic” and “holistic” stem not from how much they value relationships, but rather
how they understand relationships. While the individualistic relationist understands
relationship to arise from the individual identities involved, the holistic relationist understands
individual identities to stem from the relationships involved. We'll need to flesh out these
relationalities a bit, but we’ll soon see they both have crucial implications for Christian
maturity.

For the holist, relationships or the “betweennesses” of individuals constitute a person’s
identity*i ¥V Sally would tell you, for example, that her identity has several characteristics,
including daughter, neighbor, cousin, American, child of God, etc. None of these characteristics
occur without relationships*'. Consider also that the holist does not assume the sequence of the
individualist: individual then relationship. With Sally being a child of God, for instance, she is not
first a self-contained identity and only later a child of God. The assumption of some Christian
holists, for example, is that Sally is a child of God from her inception. Her very identity, perhaps
even the most important part of her identity, has always been that of God’s child. In this sense,



Sally has never been a self-contained identity.* Indeed, whatever constitutes her identity at
the time is simultaneous with the relevant relationships.

The challenges that George and Sally face at their next stage of education illustrate these
features of holistic relationality. George and Sally decide to attend the same institution of
higher learning because marriage seems a distinct possibility. This possibility, however, appears
less likely after their first few months at an elite religious school. With a higher proportion of
smart people on campus, George suddenly finds that his identity as “the intelligent one” is no
longer the case. Even his identity in Sally’s eyes seems to change. She notices that many other
guys are attractive in the same manner as George. Sally and George also recognize a change in
Sally’s personality. With many of the religious women of the college similarly sweet, Sally’s
sweetness is no longer her most distinguishing characteristic.

Sally and George may not recognize the reasons for these changes. The point from a holistic
perspective is that their identities or personalities are not self-contained. Their identities arise,
instead, from their relationships with their peers.*' The personalities of Sally and George are
not within them; their identities stem from their betweenness with those around them. They
each reflect the junction of their interpersonal connections*i. This holistic understanding
doesn’t mean that an individualist can’t explain these college experiences a different way, or
that the holist can’t explain their high school experiences. It just means that these forms of
individualism (within) and holism (between) are rival conceptions of relationship (and identity)
generally.

Some readers, at this point, may find themselves resisting even the potential validity of a
holistic point of view. In Western culture we’re so used to seeing the person through our
individualistic lens — like a pair of glasses we’ve forgotten we’re wearing — that we assume
we’re seeing reality as it is: our identities just have to be contained within us. An individualistic
understanding (our glasses) has become objectified as though it were reality, rather than an
interpretation of reality. This confusion of objectivity and interpretation may even enter the
professional realm.x*

Consider one more example that may illustrate the professional realm. A special educator
friend was struck by the number of new-student parents who referred their children for ADHD
evaluation. Were all these new students objectively ADHD? Or was there something about the
situation that led to this high number of referrals? As she described to me, the answer came to
her when she considered the location of her school district: the most densely Mormon county
in the world, Utah County, Utah. With her prior experience in other school systems across the
country, she was always pleased to see how mild-mannered and disciplined many Mormon
children were. Still, she also realized what happened when a fidgety, less-disciplined child
moved into the district. Teachers often interpreted the child as unruly and inattentive because
of the local culture. In fact, these teachers frequently hinted to parents that they should have
their child evaluated for ADHD, even though the child had no history of problems or ADHD in
previous schools.*™ The child just stood out from the other children — holistic relationality in
action. Similar to George and Sally’s changes when they moved to college, the identity of the
new students changed with a new set of relationships.

| can only say that my friend’s experience is reflective of my own, especially after |
understood holistic relationality. At first, | resisted the possibility of this holistic worldview, and
then | began to see (through a different set of glasses) how it made sense of a lot of



professional and personal issues. It may also help readers to know that holistic relationality is
derived from a long and venerated intellectual tradition: philosophical hermeneutics*.
Moreover, many Trinitarian theologians®/, as far back as the Patristics®*" and as recent as Colin
Gunton®V and John Zizioulas®™, have construed loving relationships in this holistically relational
manner. Still, it is not the purpose of this essay to review these philosophies and theologies, or
to work out the philosophical issues entailed in these ideas. (I do try to explain a few such
issues in the footnotes.) I'm choosing, instead, to lead with a less abstract and hopefully more
practical presentation for the purposes of this workshop.

Three Important Differences

Allow me now to formalize three of the main differences between individualistic and holistic
relationality for this essay. This formalization will help us to apply these understandings to the
Great Commandment and Christian maturity. The headings that indicate these differences are
stated in terms of the more familiar individualist perspective: Individual as Fundamental
Reality, Individualistic Self as End, and Community as Means.

Individual as fundamental reality. The first difference is fairly simple. As Sally and George
illustrate, the primary unit of social reality for the individualistic relationist is the self-contained
individual or person, whereas the main unit of social reality for the holistic relationist is the
betweenness or connection among persons.* This basic difference does not prevent the holist
from valuing the individual. The holistic self, however, is not considered to be within the
individual; it is, instead, the nexus of a unique set of relationships. As mentioned with Sally, she
is a singular nexus of many connections with her situation: daughter, cousin, child of God, etc.

Holistic relationists, in this sense, have no problem with the particularity of individual
human beings as well as Christianity’s long history of recognizing and even cherishing “every
hair on your head” (Mt 10:30). The self is a unique junction of relations for the holist and a
unique container for the individualist. Both relationists believe that Sally has an individual self;
they just differ on how to understand that seli. Analogously, they differ on how to
understand the body. The individualist assumes our bodies (e.g., brain) are the containers of
the self, whereas the holist assumes the body is the connection-center of the person’s
relationships. Sally, for the holist, is the embodied junction of all that constitutes her
identity™vil, Many neuroscientists, for instance, advocate a “situated” or “interpersona
cognition in this regard.

Individualistic self as end. When individualistic relationists consider the individualistic self
the fundamental unit of reality, it is perhaps natural they also view this self as the ultimate end
of virtually any action, the ultimate purpose or reason for that action. As an example, George
eventually proposes to Sally because he believes she’ll make him happy. His individual
happiness is the reason behind his proposal, and their marital relationship is the means to that
end. Individualists may care deeply about relationships in this sense. Nevertheless, their main
motive for caring is their individualistic selves — in the case of George, his emotional
satisfaction. Surely George’s attitude here is not uncommon in Western culture. Many people
believe the main goal of marriage is to “live happily ever after.” And isn’t the dissatisfaction of
one or both spouses often considered a sign of a failing marriage?™ Many marriage
researchers attribute America’s high divorce rate to this individualistic expectation, i xi
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A popular variant of this individualistic understanding — sometimes viewed as an ideal — is
interpersonal reciprocity: Sally will make George happy /IF George will make her happy, and vice
versa. This arrangement is, of course, the proverbial win-win, the quid pro quo. It’s considered
a relational ideal because Sally and George each get what they want. Indeed, it may be true
that reciprocal self-benefit is about the best we can do from an individualistic perspective. |
realized after many years as a marital therapist how many spouses consider this transactional
approach the best they can do. Some couples actually keep track of “units of love” so they
know who owes whom at the end of their day .

On the other hand, it might be tempting to think that a holist would assume the spouse
should be the end, the ultimate priority. Once George and Sally get married, for instance,
George ought to focus on Sally’s happiness exclusively. Nonetheless, this assumption is also
individualist. To move from one individualist self (George) to the other (Sally’s self) is still to
embrace the self-contained individual. This move may be altruistic, but it isn’t holistic. The
betweenness of the spouses is the key to this perspective. George and Sally should make
marital decisions based on the quality of their marriage — what’s best for their relationship —
not what’s best for either or both of them individually.*" They should prioritize relational
goals, such as marital closeness or interpersonal intimacy, even if one or both suffer.**v A good
quality of relationship can, of course, lead to happy individuals. From a holistic perspective,
however, this type of happiness shouldn’t be pursued as the ultimate object of marriage, but it
may ensue. The relationship itself should always be the ultimate end, ”... and the two shall
become one flesh’” (Mk 10:8). Pursuing individual happiness would imply that the marriage is a
means to the ends of the individualistic self Vi

Community as Means. The understanding and purpose of community is another important
distinguishing feature of holistic and individualistic relationality. Because the individualistic self
is the end of individualistic relationality, groups of people — families, organizations,
communities — are frequently considered an important means to that end. In other words,
these communities are viewed as the instruments of whatever individual goals, whatever
motives or purposes, self-contained persons may entertain. | have just discussed one type of
community in this regard: marriage. Recall that George saw marriage as a means to his future
individual happiness. But a country can also be understood as an instrument of the individualist
self. Many people in the United States, for instance, believe that one’s self-interest should be
the ultimate guide to voting in government elections. The “common good” in this individualist
sense is an aggregate of individuals who share the same individualistic aims. i George and
Sally, for example, join the Young Democrats at their college to find other like-minded people.

The holistic relationist champions the importance of community in a very different way.
Community is, after all, the relationship of relationships for the holist. Community cannot be
considered the instrument of a self, because the self is already a kind of community. Remember
that Sally is a daughter, child of God, and American, among many other aspects of her identity
that require relationships. Sally is thus the connection-center of a particular set of relationships,
a particular community. As Martin Luther King, Jr. wrote in his Letter from a Birmingham Jail,
“We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.
Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.” From King’s holistic standpoint, there’s no
choice about which to favor — self or community — because the holistic self cannot be
divorced from its community Vil




The holist notion of the common good, then, is also quite different from the individualist’s.
If we're all part of an “inescapable network of mutuality,” as King asserted, then we need to
understand and serve that mutuality, that common good. Again, the key for the holist is the
quality of our relationships, the quality of our mutuality. ¥ In fact, King referred to salient
properties of this holistic quality in his writings. Central to these properties was his belief that
the unity of communities includes more than merely the similarities or agreements among
community members.* Individualists tend to gather almost exclusively around similar goals and
values, so as to maximize each person’s individual interests. Community differences are
typically viewed as a problem. As a holist, however, King believed that authentic mutuality
requires a blend of member differences, which means that all communities must find ways to
value and navigate otherness, disagreements, and discord in a loving manner. il And as we’ll
see, the issue of community differences can play a pivotal role in the horizontal dimension of
the Great Commandment.

The Great Commandment

At this point we apply all three differences (often in combination) to the Great
Commandment generally and four Christian practices specifically.

Worship of Whom. The first portion of the Great Commandment, loving the Lord, seems
intended to be at least part of meaningful worship. The rhetorical lengths that Jesus goes to in
describing how we should do this loving — with all our heart, soul, and mind — is surely an
indicator that God is the supreme object or end of that worship. Yet, one of the assumptions of
individualistic relationality is that the individualist self is the ultimate object or end of that
person’s actions and attitudes, not God. This assumption means that if George’s motive or
ultimate purpose for “worshiping” God is that it “feels good to me,” “provides me with peace,”
or “feeds me,” then he isn’t worshiping God. The “me” in these phrases betrays George’s
ultimate motive.”il These feelings, as | mentioned above, can always ensue from worshiping
God, but many churchgoers may assume that pursuing these feelings is the actual object of
worship. We should also acknowledge that many of us have mixed motives, a mixture of God
and me. After all, part of the reason George may find peace in his worship is that the Holy Spirit
enables some true worship. Still, the extent to which George is oriented toward himself in
worship is the extent to which he’s not worshiping God, which may be worthy of his attention.

Holistic relationality involves a different understanding of worship. Unlike individualistic
relationality, we are not relegated to a self-contained “me” as a rival for God in worship.
George is already involved in relationships of all kinds from a holist standpoint, including being
a child of God. His very nature is that of relater. Unfortunately, however, this relational nature
can be directed to all manner of things other than God, including idols. In this sense, George
can worship God; he just needs to live into his already existing relationship with Him. Maybe
more intriguing from a holistic perspective, both the person worshiping and the Object of
worship are communities of a sort. I've described above how the holist views each human as a
nexus of relationships, as Sally exemplifies. But the Object of worship, at least from the
Trinitarian tradition, is also a community. God is the relationship among three Persons, which
means we have human communities, such as Sally, worshiping the Divine Community*".

Focus on Vertical. In a similar vein, individualistic relationality seems to be involved in our
focus on the vertical dimension of the Great Commandment, loving the Lord. Because our self is




supposedly the fundamental reality and end of all our actions, it is sorely tempting to
understand the relational issue of Christianity as primarily, if not exclusively, God and me.
George assumes that he essentially worships alone, and his salvation is basically for him alone.
Remember (in The Problem section above) that some observers, such as Richard Beck, believe
that the balance between the vertical and horizontal dimensions is decidedly tilted toward the
vertical. Indeed, he even challenged a frequent justification for this tilt — that the vertical
would eventually “trickle down” to the horizontal.

I think holists would also question this almost exclusive focus on the vertical. Our very
identity from the Christian holistic viewpoint entails both relationships, vertical and horizontal.
Sally’s identity is, as we’ve mentioned, both a child of God (vertical) and a cousin, etc.
(horizontal).X¥ Perhaps Jesus’s purpose for including the horizontal in the Great Commandment
is that the horizontal is pivotal to the vertical. For this reason, the holistic relationist would
advocate more emphasis on Christian practices that are designed for the horizontal dimension.
Few church leaders, in my experience, view the interactions before, during, and after church
meetings as doing justice to the horizontal dimension. These interactions can be valuable, to be
sure, but they don’t typically include the range of interactions or level of engagement required
to develop a love of neighbor as yourself.

Prominence of Service. Christian service is often considered a more intentional approach to
the horizontal dimension of the Great Commandment. Richard Foster, for example, views
service as a major “outward” spiritual discipline, a discipline directed outward toward others
rather than inward toward self. X However, service also fits nicely with the individualistic
relationality of the American church. It can be done without really engaging interpersonally
with the served or fellow servers. And Beck believes that service rarely addresses a host of
relational issues that the horizontal dimension of the Great Commandment requires, such as
the “emotional triggers” and “automatic responses” we sometimes encounter with loved and
not so loved ones. Vi

The Christian holist, in this sense, would probably be curious about why service is so
prominent in Christianity. After all, the Great Commandment does not say to serve the Lord
with all your heart, soul, and mind, and like unto it, to serve your neighbor as yourself. Love and
service are not the same. Love often prompts service for the loved one, but service doesn’t
always prompt love for the served. A truly loving relational quality may have affectional or even
adorational elements that service doesn’t.*Vii George, for instance, often experiences authentic
affection toward Sally, but Sally doesn’t always view his affection as a service to her. Service,
moreover, can occur with a wide variety of intentions, including quite selfish motives. Sally, for
example, likes serving at the local Goodwill because she feels good about herself afterward.
Remember that the quality of the self is not the issue for the holist; it’s the quality of the
community*,

Small Groups. Small church groups, in my estimation, come closer to a practice designed for
the horizontal dimension. Meaningful interaction would seem to be encouraged by a small
number of people in perhaps an intimate home setting. However, as | noted regarding the work
of Martin Luther King, Jr., members of any size group have differences as well as similarities.
Group members are thus likely to disagree about issues that could and maybe should be
discussed, especially for relationship authenticity. Even seemingly trivial matters, such as how
to handle member tardiness, may lead to honest disagreement. Still, my own experience as




both member and leader of many small groups indicates how often these groups avoid
disagreement like the plague, and for good reasons in our individualist culture. Unity is typically
considered the similarity of individual values and interests. Member differences are perceived
as at least uncomfortable, if not a serious threat to group harmony.

This individualist culture also means that group leaders likely have few skills for dealing with
group disagreement and conflict. Many small groups are reduced to pretending that “we all
agree.” To address the horizontal, however, group leaders need to be open to loving on people
who are less than agreeable, maybe even conflictual. Indeed, this aspect of the horizontal
points to the significance of a broad category of love, frequently called “tough love.” Some have
interpreted this phrase to mean harshness or stridency, but being harsh or strident is rarely
loving. Tough love more often pertains to actions that don’t feel warm-and-fuzzy but
nevertheless attempt to improve a loved one’s welfare or the quality of relationship. Examples
include corrective feedback that allows for deeper love, unbidden truth that spurs personal
responsibility, or conflict resolution that permits lasting peace. Most parents know the
importance of tough love. Yet it’s perhaps surprising how seldom churchgoers in our
individualist culture consider this form of love part of the horizontal dimension.

A holistic relationist would likely make at least two points regarding small groups. First, the
tough form of loving someone needs to be specifically targeted in the training of group leaders.
A gentle approach to both training and application would be pivotal, given the Western
wariness of this form of love. Even so, the cultural headwinds of individualism are difficult to
overcome within a small group without at least some training. Second, leaders should be
trained to take advantage of the “groupness” of a small group, the relationships that naturally
emerge within the group. Too frequently, small groups are glorified educational forums, such as
Bible study or sermon discussions. These can be valuable, of course, but they rarely address
authentic relationships directly.

The groupness of groups, however, presents marvelous opportunities to capitalize on the
here-and-now affinities and friendships that organically form within these groups. How did your
friendship begin? Did you have fears of rejection, etc.? And what are the relevant Bible
passages and lessons learned? Also sprouting in the group are relationships that aren’t so warm
and fuzzy. How did group members deal with those? How did you love the “otherness” of the
other? Bottom line: group leaders can be trained to process relational experiences that happen
naturally. These experiences are nearly always more poignant and powerful than an abstract
discussion, and they can more directly address the horizontal dimension of the Great
Commandment.!

Christian Maturity

Permit me, at this juncture, to explore maturity toward the Great Commandment from a
holistic perspective. My consideration of the individualistic and holistic understandings of the
four practices above lead me to wonder whether some Christian practices are primarily
undergirded with individualistic assumptions, perhaps without our even realizing it. In other
words, these practices are implicitly directed toward the maturing of the individual rather than
the maturing of the relationship, lovers rather than loving. What if, instead, both vertical and
horizontal relationships were the target of Christian maturity?
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Capable of Maturity? One of the first issues to consider in a holistic approach to Christian
maturity is the question of capability: Are humans even capable of such an approach? Do Sally
and George have the capacity to truly love God and others? Or are they innately egoistic,
always I-centered and fundamentally lacking the capacity to engage in loving relationships?
Perhaps surprisingly, reviews of the psychological literature in this regard show that many
psychologists would answer this last question affirmatively." | obviously can’t present this
literature here. The easiest example'’ is B. F. Skinner’s famous assumption that reinforcement is
universal, true for all time and for all animals, including humans.'i Recall that George married
Sally because she’d made him happy, a type of positive reinforcement. If the ultimate and
universal end of George “loving” Sally is actually George’s reinforcing benefits, then he’ll never
be capable of caring ultimately about anything or anyone besides those benefits.

Fortunately for Christians, the psychological assumptions of egoism and hedonism are more
institutionalized interpretations of data than objective knowledge."” These understandings do
make sense of many experiences and data, but there are alternative understandings that also
make sense of these data and our experiences. One of those alternatives is the Christian belief
that humans are made in the image of God. What this image means, of course, is open for
debate. Yet, what it could mean, especially from a Trinitarian perspective, is that humans are
made in the image of the Divine Community, the Supreme Relationship (e.g., Gen 1: 26). The
logos of Jesus’s maturity, in this vein, could be understood less as his individual maturity and
more as his relational maturity, including his maturity in the Divine Community and his amazing
and authentic love. Humans, as made in this Image, are thus completely capable of loving God
and loving others." As mentioned, however, the possibility of a natural relationality does not
mean that humans inevitably love one another. It only means they are capable of loving God
and others. Humans can still form all sorts of problematic attachments, including attachments
toidols.

Telos of Maturity. If humans are, in fact, capable of holistic maturity, what then is the telos
or ultimate object of this maturity? The object is, of course, the mature loving relationship, but
what is a good or even a godly quality of that relationship? The last thing I'd want to do is
foreclose upon some theological answer to this question. It’s too broad and deep, with no small
amount of mystery entailed. Nevertheless, the vertical and horizontal dimensions of the Great
Commandment are surely part of the what, and Jesus is the who. What types of relational
maturity did he — or rather, his relationships — epitomize or mean? Space limitations prohibit
any kind of Bible study, so I'll confine myself to a brief elaboration of the conventional and
tough aspects of loving. I'll then describe a person (other than Jesus) who | believe is an
exemplar of this relational maturity.

Conventional aspects of love are probably the better known and understood. The apostle
Paul, for instance, does a wonderful job in Corinthians (e.g., 1 Cor 13: 4-7) of describing the
telos or fruits of maturity for conventional understandings of love, so | won’t rehearse them
here. Paul’s tough love is probably less well-known, but he actually models aspects of this love
in the corrective feedback he provides his churches." And surely there’s no doubt about Jesus’s
many displays of tough love, including with his own disciples. As just one example, “[Jesus]
rebuked Peter, ‘get behind me Satan...” (Mk 8:33). Yet, there is little question that he and Paul
intended all their remarks to be “tough” in the Spirit of love. Parents, again, probably best know
this type of love. It’s the love, for instance, of preventing a little one from playing in a busy
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street. We also see many instances in the Bible of God engaging in tough love with His people,
especially through the prophets. This type of love may even have been interpreted as “God’s
wrath,” and, in fact, tough love often feels that way to those who receive it.V

Development of Maturity. How then do we foster maturity toward these relational goals?
First, the holist would likely agree with Beck and Smith (above) that we can’t rely solely on
educational practices. Recall that the key to this educational emphasis is the individualist image
of a self that serves as a container for knowledge. Fostering George’s maturity supposedly
depended on the quality and quantity of the knowledge he received in his individualist mind,
such as through Bible study, etc. Knowledge of the Bible would obviously be important to the
holist too. Still, Christian maturation would also require loving relationships to truly spawn
loving relationships. After all, there’s nothing other than relationships from this holistic
perspective. Indeed, it is God’s love for us that first taught us to love!

Another way to make this point is that there’s no substitute for the Body of Christ. This
Community of truly loving people needs to form an in vivo learning laboratory for all people
who desire to mature their relationships. The individualist focus on information storage and
intellectual learning can obviously be helpful. Nonetheless, the holist’s emphasis would be
experiential learning instead of intellectual learning, lived interaction rather than information
storage. Much of this experiential learning could be accidental or incidental interactions with
the Body, but some portion would probably need to involve intentional interaction. Role plays,
for instance, could be designed particularly for the tough love scenarios that are so often
avoided (at least productively) in our culture'i,

The most pivotal lived laboratory, however, is the friendships, frenemies, and even families
that get seeded, grow, and mature within the Body of Christ itself. Church leaders, in this sense,
are less those who have great knowledge of the Bible or who take on many service obligations,
and more those who show the love of God to others and have considerable wisdom in growing
and maintaining that love. Many youth pastors would likely be good resources in this regard. If
they’ve had to deal at all with adolescent communities over time, they’ve had to manage the
drama of people who care deeply about loving and being loved, but in a less-filtered manner
than most adults."™

Exemplar of Maturity. Another important way to discuss the application of holistic
relationality to Christian maturity is to point to an exemplar of that maturity. | could, of course,
cite Jesus Christ in this regard, but | also believe there are others among us, historically and
presently, who at least approximate holistic maturity. St. Therese of Lisieux is surely one of
these. St. Therese is a late 19™" century French Carmelite nun whom Pope Pius X deemed “the
greatest saint of modern times”™. I'm sure many of you are familiar with her amazing
autobiography, Story of a Soul. Allow me to present a few exemplary quotes in the Spirit of
both the vertical and horizontal dimensions of the Great Commandment.X First, there can be
little doubt about her effusive love for God, the vertical dimension. | only have space for just a
few of the hundreds of examples: “I love You, and | give myself to you forever!”™i. ”... O Jesus,
my Love, my Life...”™i. And “O Jesus, my beloved, who could express the tenderness and
sweetness with which You are guiding my soul!”*V, “And now | have no other desire except to
love Jesus unto folly”™,

As for the horizontal dimension of the Great Commandment, the love of others, | believe
it’s easy for readers to see St. Therese’s conventional (non-tough) love of her Carmelite Sisters.
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She first discovered her Church Vocation: “my vocation, at last | have found it... MY VOCATION
IS LOVE!”(caps original)*¥. With Jesus’s help, then, she found ways of not only “bearing with the
faults of others” but also “being edified by the smallest acts of virtue”™i, She adopted a way of
being that allowed her to be “charitable in my thoughts toward others at all times”™ii And
there was almost no length she would not go to help her Sisters love the Lord: “... to please Him
| would consent to see myself plunged into hell so that He would be loved eternally in that
place of blasphemy”™¥,

No small part of this love for her Sisters was her willingness to engage them in tough love,
something she was initially hesitant to do. I'll mention only one touching example soon after
she entered Carmel at the age of 15. She was delighted to find “a companion” with whom she
held “little spiritual conferences from time to time”™, Still, there were “many things in her
[companion’s] conduct toward the Sisters” that she would’ve “liked to see her change”™. She
was careful not to push the issue, but it wasn’t long before God indicated to her that “the
moment had come” to speak to her companion. St. Therese “begged God to place sweet and
convincing words in my mouth”™. In tears, she voiced “everything | was thinking about her”
(italics original)™i. And Jesus answered her prayer, because the “result totally surpass[ed] my
expectation”™V, Her companion acknowledged “with great humility that what | was saying was
true, and she promised to commence a new life”™, Soon thereafter, and much to her chagrin,
her Reverend Mother had St. Therese delivering difficult conversations to other Sisters. As she
put it, she reluctantly learned “the trade of correcting”™i.

Conclusion

Isn’t this exemplary love at least part of our calling as mature Christians, part of our
obedience to the Great Commandment? If Beck is right about our relative neglect of the
horizontal dimension of that commandment, then this love and our obedience are hampered
from full fruition. There are just too many obstacles in Western individualist culture, including
the educational practices we may have counted on to grow this love. Most of these
impediments are fairly well known in Christian circles. Nonetheless, | wonder how widely it’s
known that some of these hurdles are concealed in the very way we pursue loving
relationships. These obstacles may not only keep us from the horizontal love we should give
and receive; they may also prevent us from approximating heaven on earth with that love!

It seems imperative, then, that we root out these hidden obstacles of individualism. Merely
noting or describing them, | believe, will not be enough to remove them. Individualism is too
entrenched in our culture. From my perspective, we need to urge Christians to adopt a more
radical way of understanding relationships. To that end, I’'m proposing we consider two sets of
metaphoric lens or glasses for these loving relationships, individualistic and holistic
relationality. Both lenses assume the importance of the individual as well as the significance of
the relationship, divine and human. Yet, the individualist puts the focus of Christian maturity on
the qualities of the individual, while the holist puts the emphasis on the qualities of the
relationship.

These two sets of glasses may also have significant implications for the “crisis” of Christian
maturity referenced in our workshop title. Most readers will know far more than | about the
causes of such a crisis. Nevertheless, I'd like to submit for consideration possible strains of
individualistic relationality in Western Christianity. | can only speculate, but | do wonder if many
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churchgoers unwittingly bring these strains to bear in their interpretation of Biblical
relationships as well as many Christian practices. Their pastors may have even warned them
against doing so. My experience, however, in teaching similarly pervasive worldviews in the
college classroom is that a student never truly grasps them until they are directly contrasted
with an alternative. Without something like holistic relationality, in other words, | fear that our
maturity toward the Great Commandment will remain locked in a culture of individualism.
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daughter isn’t possible without them*.* These shared identities may change as their relationships change, such as
George’s change from “bright” in high school to “average” in college. However, George, Sally, and her parents are
never without some connectedness of one sort or another. This connectedness always and already exists, waiting
to be recognized and lived into*. George, for example, has long felt he had a relationship with God, but only
recently has he found himself living into the practical implications of this connection for his life.
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Phenomenon. (Trans: S. Lewis). Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.]

i Jyst as with any part of a whole, George and Sally are each, as individuals, recognizable parts of their
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that all interpretations are valid or that some interpretations are better than others.

My friend reports that this situation resulted in ADHD meds for more than a few children.
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may help. If my wife were to become chronically ill, heaven forbid, | could guarantee that neither of us would be
happy. Still, this situation does not mean we couldn’t continue to care for one another in ways that involve a high
quality of relationship. A truly loving relationship would never have to be hindered, despite the absence of
conventional happiness. Similarly, two heroin addicts who “shoot up” together could claim extreme individual
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xoviil “If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it. Now you are
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to develop civic virtue in its citizenry such that we care about the mutuality of community — both similarities and
differences — even when we have to sacrifice personally to do so [Sandel, M. (2009). Justice: What’s the right
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¥ix |f anything, there are all sorts of individualist reasons to avoid developing quality relationships. Aside from the
obvious obligations, people who genuinely love — such as parents loving their children — make themselves
incredibly vulnerable. Their children can be severely injured or even reject them. Many self-sufficient individualists
would want to avoid such “entanglements” that make them feel so vulnerable.

' They are more poignant and powerful from a holist perspective because they are more addressed to the most
important aspects of life and living, relationships. In fact, a pivotal advantage of the relationship being to blame for
issues of conflicts from this viewpoint is that individuals no longer need to be “judged” or blamed. Instead, the
quality of the relationship is the problem, which allows for a judgment without placing individual blame.

' E.g., Fowers, B., Richardson, F., & Slife, B. (2017). Frailty, suffering, and vice: Flourishing in the face of human
limitations. Washington, D.C.: APA Books; Slife, B.D. (2000). Hedonism: A hidden unity and problematic of
psychology. General Psychologist, 35 (3), 77 — 80.

i A few other quick examples: Freud is famous for his “pleasure principle,” and rarely do humanists — noted for
their concept of self-actualization — talk about other- or relationship-actualization. Also, evolutionary psychology’s
“fitness” and “reproductive success” can be boiled down to a form of egoism [Gantt E. E. (2016). Critically
evaluating evolutionary perspectives in psychology. In Miller H. (Ed.), The Sage encyclopedia of theory in
psychology (Vol. 1, pp. 309-313). Sage]. (Try explaining to your romantic partner that your love is because he or she
is a “satisfactory reproductive target.”) And as I've chronicled elsewhere, positive psychologists, with rare
exceptions, presume that happiness (or other individualist motives) is the main goal of humans [Slife, B.D., &
Richardson, F.C. (2008). Problematic ontological underpinnings of positive psychology: A strong relational
alternative. Theory & Psychology, 18 (5), 699-723.; Nelson, J., & Slife, B. (2017). A new positive psychology: A
critique of the movement based on Early Christian Thought. Journal of Positive Psychology, 12 (5), 459-467].
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iv Fowers, B., Richardson, F., & Slife, B. (2017). Frailty, suffering, and vice: Flourishing in the face of human
limitations. Washington, D.C.: APA Books.

v Children from this perspective can be viewed as naturally relational instead of innately selfish.

M In fact, Paul’s tough love is probably under-appreciated for the same reasons tough love is under-appreciated in
contemporary individualist America. In our current culture, love is usually confined to the warm and fuzzy. Indeed,
when someone is first introduced to the notion of tough love, it’s not unusual for that person to presume it means
being harsh and punishing. Yet nothing could be further from the truth. Tough love should not even be attempted
without accurate empathy and loving understanding. In fact, tough love may require more than the usual empathy
and understanding, because the lover not only must know the need for such love; the lover should seek a hearable
way of saying it.

Vil perhaps the more provocative question here is: Should we as mortal beings engage in tough love with God? On
this question, | believe the holist is uncommitted. Martin Luther King, Jr., for example, believes there’s no question
about the need for tough love with the horizontal dimension of the Great Commandment, given the nature of
human communities. However, the Divine Community on this question clearly turns on one’s theology, which |
wouldn’t want to presume or develop here. Of course, the answer to this question also depends on one’s definition
of tough love. Clearly, there are many instances of what could be viewed as expressions of frustration with God."
We find all sorts of complaints and frustrations communicated to God in the Bible, including portions of
Lamentations, Job, Psalms, and even Jesus’s touching question: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”
(Matthew 27:46). Some theologies would even point to biblical passages where God “changed his mind” or
“relented” as instances in which the prayers of the people provided a kind of corrective feedback to God, such as Ex
32:14, Jonah 3:10, and Amos 7:3 (e.g., Pinnock, 20xx). Again, | mention these theological possibilities not because
the holist would require them, but because the horizontal dimension suggests these possibilities for potential
discussion.

Wi Intriguing to me at least, | believe these role plays (and dispensing tough love generally) would be immensely
easier if the inevitable blame/judgment of individualistic relationality toward a particular person were not at play.
Sally, for example, blames George for their lack of communication on a particular issue. He’s “bright” on academic
things, but not so bright on social things. However, this blaming of individual personalities or traits isn’t really
possible from an holist perspective. The relationship is the issue in their communication, and | have no doubt a
holistic marital therapist would find Sally’s part in the communication problem.

ix Another possible application of holistic relationality concerns David French’s (4/4/24) column where he describes
Tim Keller’s observation (before his untimely death): “As he [Keller] put it, what he was seeing was a change from a
culture in which younger Americans were intolerant of cruelty and tolerant of good-faith political differences to a
culture in which people were intolerant of political differences and tolerant of cruelty — so long as that cruelty
was aimed at the right targets.” In other words, political differences have a higher priority than than the quality of
interpersonal relationships (cruelty). This point parallels, in my experience, many so-called Christian service
activities. The efficiency of this service sometimes has a higher priority than the loving of the served and fellow
servers.
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Publishing.

i St. Therese championed what she called the Little Way: “Love proves itself by deeds, so how am | to show my
love? Great deeds are forbidden me. The only way | can prove my love is by scattering flowers and these flowers
are every little sacrifice, every glance and word, and the doing of the least actions for love” (St. Therese of Lisieux,
1996, 3" Ed., Story of a Soul, Washington, DC: ICS Publications, p. 176-177).
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