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We are all skeptics now, believer and unbeliever alike. There is no one true
faith, evident at all times and places. Every religion is one among many. The
clear lines of any orthodoxy are made crooked by our experience, are compli-
cated by our lives. ' |

Believer and unbeliever are in the same predicament thrown back onto
themselves in complex circumstances, looking for a sign. As ever, religious
belief malkes its claim somewhere between revelation and projection, between
holiness and human frailty; but the burden of proof, indeed the burden of be-
lief, for so long upheld by society, is now back on the believer where it belongs.

This is the significance of a piece of writing that makes a case for the
Communion of Saints by way of one girl’s short, hard, complicated life—and,
perhaps, the significance of the religious faith that makes its case through the
account of God’s experience of life on earth as a certain person at a particular
place and time. There is no way to seek truth except personally. Every story
worth knowing is a life story. . . . Like it or not, we come to life in the middle
of stories that are not ours.?

—~Paul Elie

\KB elievers and non-believers alike must face the task of creating a personal
life story. Often they must do so without being able to appropriate a generic
secular story or a faith story offered by a religious or spiritual tradition in a
one-size-fits all fashion. Paul Elie fully embraces a particular version of the
believing self that has been emerging for some time now. As he puts it, “we
come to life in the middle of stories that are not ours.” Although this story
into which we are born will not by itself supply meaning and coherence to our
lives, nonetheless, we creatively make use of existing stories as we fashion our
unique meaning-endowing life-stories. '

This process of narrative meaning making through the creation of a life
story of faith constitutes our spiritual identity which each of us in the context
of late-modernity or postmodernity must create for ourselves in relationship
to the stories within which we come to life. I am proposing that this narrative
construction of spiritual identity is virtually impossible for a fragmented self
and that the development of a coherent sense of self must be stable but not
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rigid in order to remain open to future life adaptation and to a transformation
that only God can effect.

POSTMODERNITY AND THE FRAGMENTED SELF

I have long been intrigued by the assumptions of many in academic circles

that a sui generis, fragmented, rootless—nothing but a narratively constructed
self is a good or an inevitable development. In this account, we tend to as-
sume that the self is closer to a purely fictional self than one that has for good
or ill had any effect in time on others or in the world through one’s actual
bodily and spiritual existence. This postmodern self has been characterized

as a saturated self,? or an empty self,’ or a chameleon self, ever being created
anew. While some people of all ages are burdened with or even celebrate such
a fragmented or only partially coherent self, it is amazing how many people
work very hard at achieving a reflexive self, expressed in a temporal, coher-
ent, and self-defining life-story. They not only rehearse this story interiorly, but
increasingly extend their autobiographical creations beyond private journals to
on-line blogs and other forms of autobiographical writing that have multiplied
significantly over the last quarter of a century. Those of us who are invested in
spiritual formation, spiritual direction, passing on a religious tradition, or for
that matter, living our own spiritual lives with intentionality and coherence are
hopefully more interested in fostering in ourselves and others a coherent self

that is capable of undergoing considerable transformation without becoming
stranded either in fragmentation or rigid coherence.
The postmodern self appears to have no moorings and remains free to
recreate itself anew wherever it is without continuity or reference to past social
locations or physical places. I think we can contest how ubiquitous postmoder-
nity itself is. David Tracy in “On Naming the Present” suggests that it is really
only Europeans and North Americaﬁs, who inhabit the center of privilege and
power in the West, who name the present moment, postmodern. We, who
brashly do this naming, do not include all the “others” who may not inhabit
this consciousness at all. I recognized early on that my international students
were deeply aware of and affected by globalization but they often inhabited 65
a pre-modern consciousness moving toward a modern one. And even within
European and North American cultures some of us quite securely or insecurely
continue to inhabit modern consciousness—that sense of ourselves as indepen-
dent, individual agents, shaping our own history and persisting in believing in

‘a myth of progress, scientific solutions to problems, and some of the pluralistic

and democratic achievements rooted in Enlightenment thought. Yet even here
and in many parts of the world, there are persons and communities who might
be classified as “anti-moderns” who long for the return of the traditional com-
munal self. These retreat to a nonexistent past and an ahistorical “pure” tradi-
tion in the face of modernity and postmodernity. Yet new “others” arrive who
contest our attempts to name the present, and among those “others” are new
ways that God enters the world of each one of us and our various communities
anew.

Theologians and philosophers are not the only ones who question an as-
sumption about the hegemony of postmodern themes as they relate to narra-
tive and spiritual identity. Personality and narrative psychologist Dan P. McAd-
ams and his colleagues® have also questioned how accurate the conception of
the postmodern self actually is. He says:

One wonders: if the multiphrenia of postmodern life is as extreme as Ger-
gen made it out, why is it that most men and women are still able to func-
tion more or less adaptively in daily life, rarely forgetting their names, their
histories, and their goals? And one wonders how many contemporary people
actually see themselves as mere locations in time and space rather than as.
embodied actors with internalized intentions and plans. Indeed, some observ-
ers argue that the term postmodernism is something of an exaggeration and
that recent trends in social life indicate a kind of culmination of modernity, or
what Giddens called a period of high modernity.¢

McAdams arrives at the conclusion that extreme postmodern positions more
accurately indicate the real difficulty contemporary adults experience in achiev-




ing a reflexive late modern self that expresses itself in a temporal, coherent,
evolving and self-defining life-story.”

PERSONALITY THEORISTS AND LIFE-STORY NARRATIVES

Among psychologists, personality theorists have been particularly interested
in this question. Contemporary developmental theory offers new models for
personality theory, and the narrative construction of the self is only part of it,
as important as it is. The current model of personality has three main compo-
nents: personality traits now grouped among the Big Five? which are relatively
stable and consistent over time and which correlate with various measures of
personality. The second component is the adaptation of the self over time that
describes a characteristic way of meeting life’s challenges and which results for
many people in a progression through various stages of ego-development. The
third component of personality is meaning-making through the elaboration of
a life-story narrative.” It is this component in which life-story intersects with
religion. Narrative studies that focus on personality development demonstrate
ego development and greater continuity in life-story narratives even among
young adults than one would expect from some postmodern descriptions of
the self.

These developments in personality theory support a project of nurturing in
self and others the development of a more coherent sense of self than the frag-
mented, empty, or overwhelmed postmodern self. Such a coherent self is also
capable of undergoing considerable transformation without becoming stranded
either in fragmentation or rigid coherence. Is it not to the advantage of con-
temporary men and women of faith to become proficient at creating narratives
of our selves that correspond to the personality concept of identity that offers
coherence and yet admits of transformation?

In his seminal work, McAdams identifies his criteria for a “good” or
adequate life-story form. From a psychological perspective a good life-story
form is both grounded in real life, in relationships, in agency, and supports ego
* development. Most importantly the story is not only about “me” in isola-
tion but about “me” within society. These six characteristics of adequacy are:
coherence, openness, credibility, differentiation, reconciliation, and generative
integration.¢

Let’s look at some of these qualities in more detail. Coherence means that
the story makes sense on its own terms. A coherent life story accounts for
motivations and behaviors and is culture specific. Although too much consis-
tency makes things fit together too well, adequate coherence displays unity and
purpose in life. Openness is related to the capacity to change and tolerance of
ambiguity. An open story meets the future with flexibility, resilience in response
to challenges and expects change and development over time. Too much open-

ness results in a lack of commitment or ability to see things through.

Differentiation admits of a complexly structured world, rich in character-
ization, plot, and theme. The story “develops in the direction of increasing dif-
ferentiation.”! The story becomes richer and more infused with meaning over
time. As this story unfolds, its teller may begin to notice discrepancies and seek
to reconcile conflicting forces or events in the story in a narrative that affirms
the harmony and integrity of the Me the self tells. This theme becomes particu-
larly important from mid-life on. Finally, the narrative as a whole tends toward
generative integration. The story is about a particular self who is situated in a
particular society and ethical framework. The adult’s life story shows him or
her contributing something to society either through work or family or some
other altruistic mode. The story reflects a generative interest of the protago-
nist in the next generation and desires to contribute in a large or small way to
others. This generative integration shows the person involved in a social world
that is larger and more enduring than the self. The differentiated self is as con-
cerned with this social world as with one’s self.!?

These initially identified characteristics led to additional studies that have
examined narratives of emerging adults, mid-life adults,'® and older adults that
reveal continuity over time and developmental gains.’* Adams’ most recent
work describes a particularly American life story genre he names the “Re-
demptive Self,” a typical story with many variants told by particularly genera-
tive mid-life adults.” He has also discovered correlations between measures
of social well-being, social-cognitive maturity, satisfaction with life, and life
impact from transitions in adults’ stories.!® Afthough not all people in the more
mature end of adult development are also happy, a significant number among
them are. These he describes as: “Mature, happy people when telling stories
of their life transitions, focused on what they learned about personally mean-
ingful concerns, particularly their close relationships. In contrast, focusing
on what one learned about agentic'” concerns predicted only maturity, while
focusing only on meaningful relationships, but not on what one learned about
them, predicted only well-being.”®

These American narratives of the redemptive self mirror some of the
inadequacies of American culture itself and tend to underestimate tragedy as
an appropriate narrative form for some life-stories of prolonged suffering.
Nevertheless, they are examples of life-story narratives of mid-life adults who
draw on religion, recovery, etc. as resources and who find great meaning in life
through their concern for the world or the next generation. Older adults as
compared to emerging adults place more emphasis on relationships and com-
munion while younger adults are more concerned about their ability to act in
the world.



Contemporary cultures have radically changed in many but not all parts of
the world under the pressure of globalization, intercultural, and interreligious
awareness. This has resulted in the situation that all forms of tradition, not ex-
clusively religious ones, have lost their ability to impose themselves on the self
in automatic and unreflective ways. We, believers and spiritual seekers, nev-
ertheless, continue to fashion ever more sophisticated narrative identities that
hold ourselves, and our world, together. What seems to be at the heart of this
issue is that in complex, pluralistic societies, all of us are required to appropri-
ate ourselves and our religious/spiritual traditions in ever more individualized
ways.

This process is not to be confused with an extreme individualism that
separates the self from the social body. It is no longer the case for most of
us that we are preoccupied with contesting the oppression of a hegemonic
tradition that leaves little or no room for the self to breathe in, but rather that
many experience a more pressing need for creating and maintaining coherence

within the self in a more personalized way that maintains connection with oth-

ers in large and small ways. If we keep in mind those we “other,” those whom
we exclude or whose voices and narratives the dominant group limits, we can
expect to continue to see narrative creations from these groups that serve as
a corrective to our oppressions and omissions. We no longer conceive of this
project of identity creation as an activity of an isolated self. Rather it is created
by interactively relating to significant others, the available stories of one’s cul-
ture and spiritual tradition, and more aspects of oneself such as those parts of
our experiences or our own interiority that we may have split off and projected
onto others.

In his more recent work, McAdams identifies the creation of narrative
identity as the particular developmental task of young adulthood:

[I]t is not until the period of emerging adulthood . . . that people begin to
arrange their entire lives—the past as they remember it, the present as they
perceive it, and the future as they imagine it—into broad and self-defining life
narratives that provide their lives with some semblance of unity, purpose, and
meaning. Narrative identity is the internalized and changing story of your life
that you begin to work on in the emerging adult years. The story ties together
the many different aspiraﬁons you have and roles you play into a meaningful
narrative framework. The story spells out how you believe you have developed
over time and where you think your life is going. The story suggests what you
believe to be true and good, and how you expect to live up (or not) to those
standards. The story serves as a flexible guide for the future and an histori-
cal archive for making sense of your past. The story is unfinished, complex,
contradictory, at times, and subject to considerable revision. It may contain
many different plots, scenes, characters, and themes. The story situates you in
an adult world where other people have their own stories, some of which may

be similar to yours. The story is in you, in your mind, even if you rarely focus

consciously on it. You carry the story around with you, and you share aspects

of it with other people, especially when they share aspects of their stories with

you.?’

Yes, our identities are narrative creations, but they are not simply fictional.
They are more than that, and they are more concretely embodied than that
because our sense of self is relational in geography, space, time, and in interac-
tion with others. This is true about identity narratives in general even without
introducing the spiritual component. ‘

Cognitive psychologist Ulric Neisser describes five kinds of self-knowledge
that we draw on to create our autobiographical sense of self. All five contrib-
ute to our sense of continuity over time and are present in the background of
consciousness. These five selves are:

1. The ecological self is aware that “I” am the person here in this place, physically
positioned in relationship to other persons and objects spatially. This self is present
in infancy.

2. The interpersonal self like the ecological self also appears in earliest in-
fancy. This sense of self is involved in emotional rapport or dissonance in a
human interchange.

3. The extended self is based on memory and anticipation and is present
from about three years of age when children become aware that they exist
beyond the present moment.

4. The private self emerges often around the age of five when the child discov-
ers that their experiences are not directly shared with other people unless
they disclose them.

S. The conceptual self or self-concept draws its meaning from the network of
assumptions and theories in which it is embedded. Some of these theories
are about social roles, assumptions about human or spiritual reality and
socially significant dimensions of difference.2’

SPIRITUAL IDENTITY AS TRANSFORMATION OF THE NARRATIVE SELF.

When we introduce the spiritual dimension of identity, the issue becomes both
more complicated and perhaps more interesting. A person’s spiritual identity is
inherently relational as well. It encompasses first a relationship with ourselves

- in which we continuously search for and create meaning frequently in narra-

tive forms but also in relationship to others with whom we share our spiritual
journeys and whose lives endow ours with the meaningfulness that results
from living intimately with others, contributing to their lives and in serving
others in large and small ways. Finally, spiritual identity is coauthored, co-con-
structed by theists in and through their relationship with God. John Navone
and Thomas Cooper assert that, “human stories are implicitly coauthored with



God and neighbor.”?! Theologian John S. Dunne puts it slightly differently in

his description of prayer as:

Listening to God telling me the story of my journey in time. = Of course

it seems the opposite, I am telling the story and God is listening to me tell

it. When I encounter the “real,” however, as in “what does not work,” then
indeed it does seem God is telling the story and I am involved in an “encounter
with God in the real.” . . . If I pay attention, if I listen then to Goc.l telling me
my story, | keep reshaping and elaborating the story like an epic singer who is
essentially a “listening composer.” . . . My story is a mystery t9 me ,t’aecause Iam
in the story . . . [I can] “wonder what sort of tale we’ve fallen into? EE ..What.l
don’t know, being in it, is how my story comes out. There is .sornethmg hk’e,:lihxs
in the very telling of a story. It can be made to come out in different ways.”

Insofar as a person is in relationship with God, God’s activity b.reaks into the
coherent narrative of the self by causing some kind of disorganization, con-
tradicting an absolute form of self-assertion of the ego, or emerging a%s some
inexplicable and mysterious confusion. These intrlllsions of th.e Holy into our
experience occur in the present requiring us to revise our achieved sel.f-under—
standing and the story in which we attempt to account for ourselves if only to
ourselves. God is the one who introduces a transformative process that grows
us beyond our self-enclosed ego narrative. '

When spiritual dynamics are at work, we are compelled to revise our
story. The story of spiritual identity is always a story coauthored b}f self and
God. And God can never be completely subsumed into a personal life story.

As Dunne points out, since we are in the story, we are not the sole author .and
cannot tell exactly how it will come out until it reaches its natural conclusion
at the end of this life. Dunne, from a faith perspective, suggests that Whe.never
reality in any form confounds us, God slips into our narrative in unpredictable
ways.

If we follow the lead of Johannes Baptist Metz, God also comes to us from
the future as well as from the past. Recently, Lieven Boeve from Leuven ha's
argued for the position that the new narrative of Christlallnty 11¥ our p‘l‘urahzed
and de-traditionalized cultures needs to engage our situation with an “open
Christian narrative.” Such an open narrative is as poised toward the future. as
it is rooted in the past.?® This opens a wider horizon of meaning t}.lan looking
exclusively to the past for the moorings of our spiritual identiti.es in ho.w we
recognize God has broken into history. This pre-existing story into which ea.ch
of us was born becomes the starting point for our story. And our story remains

open to the future.

THE OPEN AND SEARCHING NARRATIVE OF FAITH AND SPIRITUAL IDENTITY

In a recent essay in Spiritus, theologian Roger Haight captured something of this
contemporary story. He has made an important contribution to the understand-
ing of the Spiritual Exercises as having the character of “a searching narrative.”?*
Haight in very brief compass characterizes modern theology as a “searching the-
ology” and faith itself as a living thing that “has or even is an ongoing story that
shares in the risks of the future, the unforeseen. Because history constantly en-
tails encountering the new, the story of faith always describes a constant search-
ing: encountering the new, absorbing it, and moving on.” 2 Haight connects this
searching narrative character of faith to Scripture as a normative witness to the
faith, constituting its community through the stories recounted. 71

Each church community constituted by its storied tradition paves the way
for the kind of open narrative that Boeve proposed. Haight revises our under-
standing of the Christian faith story: “Instead of regarding Christian faith as a
fixed deposit of beliefs painfully adapting to new historical contexts and often
seeming to yield ground in an undignified manner, faith may be considered as
a continuous existential narrative of people in history, secure in their corpo-
rate identity, but searching to find new ways to understand and live faithfully
within the mystery of existence. Bach church has a story, and in it each person
lives out a personal narrative of searching.”?¢ The overarching framework of
the Spiritual Exercises inserts each person who makes them into the Christian
narrative in such a way that each one may appropriate this narrative uniquely
Into one’s own on-going searching narrative with “holistic, comprehensive,
and integrative”? results. This is possible because “Each one’s story entails the
whole identity of the person.”?

Haight’s final assertion here is extremely important. Where one’s narra-
tive identity is concerned, this work in progress that continues to adapt and
change over time while at the same time maintaining a considerable continuity
through one’s story includes the whole identity of the person at each telling. As
Haight stretches the Spiritual Exercises beyond its original Roman Catholic as-
sumptions and church story, he makes room for multiple appropriations of this
basic Christian narrative into which the Exercises insert one, and opens the
dialogical space between God, the director, and the self that mystically engages
and refashions the retreatant’s spiritual identity as a feature within the whole
identity of the person. This process results in an unforeseen transformation of
spiritual identity as a consequence. Haight calls this the searching narrative of
the retreatant. This move requires a reframing of Christian identity within its
variously churched formulations as an evolving process itself and not a static
Christian narrative that is entirely fixed in its past tellings or formulations.



CONCLUSION

Finally, we can point to the transformation of the self and its life—s.tory from
experiences of transcendence. We not only create searching narratives, we are
also from time to time caught up in the Mysterious Holy One who can never
be adequately storied by us but who changes and transforms our consciousness -
mystically beyond our self-referent narrative of ourselves. This is n.ot. exacjty
an identity that can be collapsed into our ordinary narratives of spiritual iden-
tity. :
At some point, we may be so grasped by the Holy One that we recog-
nize our story is now being as Dunne put it, sung to us by God. We becorn.e
listeners to the story being sung in us in God’s embrace. I believe it is at this
post-conventional level of spiritual development, in ever-deeper experiences of
being evoked and transformed into another kind of consciousness that. we may
well lapse into silence. And speech forms other than narrative may point m.ore
adequately to the Mystery that has hold of us. But long before we rc‘:ach thlS'
terminus of a spiritual identity that is intertwined, co-constituted with the Di-
vine Mystery and not created by the temporal self alone, we seem irn‘penefl toa
virtuosity of narrative creations. These become ever more adequate, 1nd1V1.ch.1-
ated and complex tellings of the self in relation to human others, communities,
and spiritual traditions. These stories of self and God are chara?terized by
greater and greater coherence and complexity commensurate Wlth. a.dulthood.
At this place of greater complexity and adequacy of a coherent spiritual nar.ra-
tive identity, further transformation originates from beyond ourselves drawing

us further and further into Mystery.
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