
 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Principle #1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

“The Glory of God is Man, Fully Alive…” 
 

 

 
What does it mean to become fully alive?  In a word, it is to become 

holy.  In another word, it is to become a saint.  But these words seem 

too distanced from our reality—holiness and sainthood seem beyond 

our reach.  And indeed, without God’s Grace, they are.  To be holy is 

to have your whole being oriented toward God united with him. This 

is what allows us to be our fullest selves, just as a sunflower perfect 

turned towards the sun has the most potential for growth. 

 

To talk about what it means to be “fully alive,” it might be easier to 

begin with what it is not.  To become fully alive is not to give into the sin and illusion that we can will 

our own sanctity, success, and conquer sin and concupiscence.  We cannot do these things.  The human 

condition is one of spiritual brokenness, and “to be perfect as your heavenly father is perfect,” one must 

enter into the school of imperfection.  Rather, part of becoming fully alive is more like learning to treat 

and cope with a chronic illness like diabetes.  Sin, in its many layers and meanings, is our sickness.  

Because we are fallen, we can’t be cured of it, and we can’t get rid of it.  We have it for life, and 

“managing our illness” will be a constant daily battle. 

 

Many self-help books sell the narcissistic idea of personal perfection or self-interest.  This is not what 

life is about.  Fully Alive will help you grow in virtue and become a “better” person.  Indeed, if you 

apply the principles of this retreat to your own life, you more than likely will become a more effective 

person with more personal fulfillment, and improved relationships with others.  But the ultimate goal 

is to help you go beyond yourself, and be more connected with our Lord.  The path towards finding 

“Don’t let your life be sterile.  
Be useful.  Blaze a trail.  Shine 

forth with the light of your 
faith and your love.” 

 
-St. Josemaria Escriva 

 



God inevitably leads through the most wounded parts of our soul.  We can build virtue, find our 

purpose, and learn more and more about our faith, but at some point the road to God will wind through 

the darkest and most uncomfortable parts of our soul.   

 

I start with the bad news because this retreat is really about 

good news—great news, really.  I also start with it because 

I want there to be no illusions about what we are getting 

into by daring to start down this path.  This path to 

becoming fully alive is the most tried and true way to true 

peace and joy in life that there is—yet for all of the joy it 

contains, it also involves a great deal of suffering.  One thing 

I hope this retreat makes apparent is that there is no 

contradiction between Christ’s saying that His “Yoke is 

light,” and to “take up our crosses” and follow Him.  The 

saints, as we will see, suffered just as much, and often quite 

a bit more, than all of us.  Yet they have been made saints 

because we notice something different about them.  Often 

that “something different” is a joy and peace that they 

experience and exude in the midst of what should be 

unbearable pain.   

 

To borrow from Thoreau, to be fully alive is to be awake—

awake to God, awake to others, and awake to ourselves.  It 

is to be aware that the life God calls us to is absolutely 

dripping with meaning (even if it doesn’t always feel that 

way), and to act in accordance with that meaning. 

 

When we hear that we need to make God the priority in our 

lives, it seems so obvious, right?  Yet, the application of this 

principle seems mysterious to most people.  One of my 

reasons for this retreat is to get at the question:  what is the 

biggest thing that keeps us from God?  There are so many 

books written on Christian living, and many of them are 

quite good.  One reason I see for why people do not make 

God a priority is that people don’t know exactly how to do 

it.  But this prompts another question: why don’t people 

know how to do this?  My answer to this question is a bit 

abstract.  I think that we all have a spiritual disease, and one 

of the symptoms of this disease is spiritual blindness.  So, in 

order to be able to live fully alive Christianity, we need to understand and begin to heal the underlying 

spiritual wound.  Healing the wound is partly what this book is about. 

 

Our life’s journey often takes us down the difficult road that runs through the center of our own hearts.  

By reflecting on our thoughts and feelings, our experiences in the past, and those to come, our strengths 

Saint of Principle# 1 

 
St. Francis of Assisi 

Almost everyone knows about St. Francis, but it is 

easy to trivialize him as an eccentric who loved being 

poor and loved animals. In reality, St. Francis is the 

embodiment of all of the principles of being fully 

alive.  He was absolutely dedicated to doing God’s 

will, he had a bold vision for the life the Lord was 

calling him to (living in radical poverty and 

beginning a religious order that would help 

revolutionize the Church). He is also a beautiful 

example of collaborating with the Lord to make a 

beautiful life. God helped Francis to transform his 

vision of being a chivalrous Knight into being one of 

the most humble and chivalrous souls the world has 

ever known. Francis understood that God is the core 

principle of a life well lived, and that having a Plan of 

Life is essential to making your life the most 

beautiful work of art possible (after all, he did write a 

rule of life for the Franciscan Order!). 

 

 

 



and weaknesses, hopes, and fears, we sound the depths of our souls.  Pressing on to the core, we find 

at the center of our hearts, Christ, crucified.  This discovery should shake us to the core.  For, when we 

stand before the cross, our stories make sense.  It is the unity of strength and weakness, surrender and 

determination, suffering and joy, as well as struggle and peace that brings unity and meaning to the 

experiences in our own lives. 

 

As members of the Universal Church, we are called to live both broadly and deeply.  We live broadly 

by remaining open to the new experiences and relationships God calls us to.  We live deeply by making 

the most of them, being grateful for them, and investing well the gifts God has given us.  May this book 

be a tool to help you down this path.  Like any tool, it is only good when it is used. I challenge you to 

walk away from this retreat with a real daily commitment to live the joyful life God is calling you to. 

 

Do great things for God!  We are sons of God and brides of Christ, let us live up to our name, for we 

were not created to lead lives of mediocrity.  Imagine what He could do with you if only you let 

Him…and the smaller you are the more you have to give.  Give up seeking the pleasures and comforts 

this world has to offer because these things do not last.  At the end of your life do you want to be able 

to say “yes, I led quite a comfortable life” or “I did something worthwhile?” When you are dying you 

will not think about the luxuries you had, but only about the good that you did.  Good works done for 

God are the only lasting investment.  The easing of suffering and the bringing of joy into this world 

can only be accomplished through His action in the world, so be one of His hands!  

 

“Ask and it shall be given to you; seek and you will find; knock, and the door will be 

opened to you.” 

-Mt 7:7 

 

 

Questions for Reflection: 
 

1. Do I actually believe that God wants me to have a fulfilling life? If not, what kind of life do I 

really think God wants me to have? 

 

2. While you can’t control what you get out of a retreat, it is okay to say what you’d like to get 

out of it (at least as a starting point). So, what is something amazing you’d like to get out of 

this weekend? Where would you like to grow the most? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 
 

Principle #2 
 

 

 

 

“…and the Life of Man is the Vision of God.” 

 
 

 

 

 

If we define being “fully alive” in an overly earthly manner, it leads to a 

narcissistic view of life. But there is a second part to that saying: “The 

Glory of God is Man, Fully Alive, and the Life of Man is the Vision of 

God.” We are only fully alive when we are united to He who gives life. 

We need to be in relationship with Him. We need a prayer life. But it is 

easy to put too much pressure on this idea. St. Teresa of Avila shows 

that while “interior life” is a fancy phrase, there doesn’t have to be 

anything fancy about it. She says “mental prayer is nothing else than an 

intimate friendship, a frequent heart-to-heart conversation with Him by 

whom we know ourselves to be loved.” She also tells us that “The important thing in mental prayer is 

not to think much, but to love much.”  

“Love is the fountain of 
life, and the soul which 
does not drink from it 
cannot be called alive.” 

 
-St. Bernard of Clairvaux 



 

One of the main things I want you to be able to walk away 

with from this retreat is the belief that God wants to 

collaborate with you to make your life into a work of art. 

He wants you to be happy, and He wants you to grow. But 

you can’t collaborate with Him if you are not in a 

relationship with Him! Your soul is unique and 

unrepeatable. This isn’t just warm and wooly talk, this is 

Divine Reality. God made your soul, and He put you in the 

specific time and place you find yourself because that is 

where you will grow best. Imagine a gardener finding one 

perfect spot in a vast garden to place a tiny plant where it 

will grow best. But God’s plan is way too big for you to 

figure out on your own. You can’t do it by yourself. 

Anything you take on apart from God is going to fail.  

 

But how do we discern whether or not something is of 

God? Obviously, our desires can be disordered, but, desire 

itself is placed in us from God. St. Thomas Aquinas (who 

was kind of a smart guy), taught that discernment of 

anything, whether it is a small decision or choosing our 

vocation, actually begins in our desires. Do you know 

what you want? Do you share your desires with the Lord? 

Your Father in heaven wants to hear the contents of your 

heart. Simply bringing Him into your daily life is all He is 

asking.  

 

One of the most effective forms of prayer to help you develop self-awareness and to discern where God 

is present in your life and where He wants you to go is the Ignatian Prayer. There are many variations 

on this prayer, and different elements will work for different people. If you are interested in learning 

more about this prayer, one great resource is http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-prayer/the-

examen Usually done at the end of the day (though many people actually do it twice a day), most 

versions examen has the following elements: 

1. Make yourself aware of God’s presence 

2. Review your day with gratitude 

3. Reflect on your emotions, both those you are feeling in the moment as well as the ebb and flow of emotion 

throughout your day 

4. Choose one feature of the day and pray on it 

5. Look forward to tomorrow 

6. Do an examination of conscience 

 

 
 

 

Saint of Principle# 2 

 
St. Teresa of Avila 

St. Teresa is one of my favorite saints. She exemplifies 

both humility (in that she recognized her 

dependence on God, especially after nearly 20 years 

of a mediocre prayer life), and a strong commitment 

to carry out her mission to reform the Carmelite 

Order, despite facing enormous resistance within the 

Order itself.  As one of the Church’s greatest mystics, 

St. Teresa also shows us that we start ascending the 

heights of mysticism through simple acts of turning 

to the Lord in friendship. 

 

 

 

http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-prayer/the-examen
http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-prayer/the-examen


 

 

 

 

Principle #3 

 
 

 

 

 

Your Life is a Work of Art 
 

 

 

 

 

As an actor and artist, Pope St. John Paul II often compared the 

living of our life to playing out a drama. In his Letter to Artists 

tells us: “…all men and women are entrusted with the task of 

crafting their own life: in a certain sense, they are to make of it 

a work of art, a masterpiece.”  

 

We’ve all heard St. John the Baptist’s saying that “I must 

decrease, and Christ must increase.” Hopefully, as time goes 

on, the proportion of activity between God and ourselves 

becomes inverse: we do less and less, while God does more 

and more. But, paradoxically, in order to make progress in the 

spiritual life, we must first focus on our own salvation. We 

must take a deep look at ourselves.  

 

In his book, The Love of God, St. Bernard explains the love of 

God, as well as our progression from self-focus to self-giving. One of the important things about his 

progression is that it shows that while we will be more joyful when we can stop focusing on our egos 

or our false and wounded selves, we are never supposed to forget about ourselves as a handmade creation 

of God. Here are his Four Degrees of Love:  

“Now, human life is always 
subject to change/ it needs to be 
born ever anew…but here birth 
does not come about by a result  
of foreign intervention…it is the 
result of a free choice. Thus, we 
are in a certain way our own 
parents, creating ourselves as we 
will, by our decisions.” 
 

-St. Gregory of Nyssa 



 

1. Loving yourself for your own sake 

(Selfish Love) 

 

2. Loving God for your own sake 

(Dependence on God) 

 

3. Loving God for God’s sake (Intimacy 

with God) 

 

4. Loving yourself for God’s sake (Being 

United with God’s Love) 

 
 

I find it surprising that our progression in holy love 

actually starts and ends in self-love to some degree. An 

important idea to take away from this is that we just can’t 

escape the fact that despite the fact we are completely 

reliant on God’s Grace, we are also responsible for our 

lives. God has given us a radical freedom that we must 

take responsibility for! 

 

Lastly, God has created us to have a mindset that is 

centered around growth in holiness. Life is about the 

process of being perfected, not about being perfect. God 

engineered us right down to our very brains as beings 

created to grow through learning and adapting to new 

challenges. 

 

Questions for Reflection: 
 

1. Am I taking responsibility for the freedom God has 

given me? Am I collaborating with Him on creating 

my life? 

 

2. Imagination is a beautiful gift that the Lord has given us. Take some time to imagine the type of 

life God might like to create with you. This is not a flight of fancy or the prosperity Gospel. God 

wants you to have a life that is fulfilling and meaningful. So, what could it look like? 

 

3. What is a new challenge you’d like to take on? What is a challenge you’re currently dealing with 

but are avoiding? 

 

 

 

Saint of Principle# 3 

 
Pope St. John Paul II 

John Paul II is one of the most accomplished human 

beings who has ever lived. He helped to topple 

communism in Europe, lead the Church into the 21st 

century, and deepen our understanding of marital 

love with his Theology of the Body.  But what allowed 

him to do all of this was his combination of 

cooperation with God’s Grace and an understanding 

that his life’s purpose did not necessarily change 

from being a layperson, to priest, to pope. In all 

situations, he knew his task was to carry out God’s 

Will and to help people understand their own 

inherent beauty and dignity. Wherever he went, John 

Paul II’s mission did not change, just the way he 

carried it out.  

 

 

 



 

 

 

Principle #4 
 

 

 

 

 

Create a Plan of Life 

 
No great building was ever created without a plan.  Insofar as we are 

building our souls into temples of the Holy Spirit, if we want to make 

our souls into something great for God, we too need a plan.  This 

introduces us to one of the guiding principles of being fully alive:  

intentionality.  Of course, conversion itself, and the many 

reconversions we will have throughout our life are not something we 

can plan—they happen only as God wills them to.  But we need to 

make the most of the Grace that is given to us. To be intentional is to 

use well the Grace that God gives us.  It is also to open ourselves up as 

much as possible to receive that Grace, because it is the foundation 

upon which our temples are built.  To be intentional is to direct our 

lives towards our primary goal, to become saints!  
 

Our actions in life, for good or evil, help to determine the character of the souls we ultimately become.  

In cooperation with God’s grace, we actually participate in creating ourselves! This is the heart of being 

fully alive:  to embrace the great freedom and responsibility that we have been given, and to use these 

two great gifts to seek and love God, in whom is all our lasting joy and peace.   St. Gregory of Nazianzen 

said that we are divine instruments, and that the Lord is the master musician. Our only real job, he 

says, is to keep ourselves in tune spiritually. 

 

Developing a Life Plan is essential to being fully alive.  It is a commitment to not just “float through 

life.” For so many people, life is something that just happens to them, rather than being something they 

actively participate in and create.  Having a life plan does not mean that we take complete and utter 

control of our lives and destinies because this would close us off from openness to God’s Will.  Rather, 

“You will seek the Lord 
your God and you will 
find him, if you search 
after him with all your 
heart and with all your 
soul.” 
 

-Deuteronomy 4:29 



a good life plan opens us up to God’s plan for us, while allowing us to claim the responsibility and 

freedom we were created to have. 

 

A well-developed life plan will help you create a daily rhythm to your whole life that is more effective, 

fulfilling, and meaningful.  It will also help direct you down the path that leads to the salvation of your 

soul.  We must adopt an “eternal perspective” on our lives.  We need to realize that we will indeed die 

one day, and that our earthly life is but a small part of our ultimate existence.  But at the same time, we 

need to be aware that our actions in this life help to determine what eternity looks like.  As Russell 

Crowe says in the movie Gladiator, “what we do in life echoes in eternity.” But our life plan goes one 

step further.  As we become create a deeper friendship with 

the Lord, we also can make sense of the wounds of our past 

and allow deep healing to come to us.  Thus, a life plan 

helps us to experience the present more deeply, guides us 

into a more meaningful and secure, and helps heal the 

wounds of our past.  Does it seem worth it yet?   

 

We have all heard that “God has a plan for us.” The difficult 

part of course, is figuring out what that plan is, and how we 

participate in it.  Part of the problem is that God’s plan is 

really big.  It is so big that it takes up all of history, and 

spans on into a future we find difficult to imagine.  Given 

this, it is hard to picture our own place in such a plan, and 

given its vast scope, it is hard to imagine our role in the plan 

of salvation as having any importance.  For most of us, these 

thoughts can be somewhat depressing, to say the least.  But 

there are two beautiful truths that bring hope and comfort.  

The first truth is that we are created in the image and 

likeness of God, and that in itself bestows great value on us.  

In business, there is a saying that goes: “something is worth 

as much as someone is willing to pay for it.” Well, if that’s 

the case, consider the price God paid for your soul:  the life 

of His only begotten son.   

 

The second comfort comes straight out of the mass.  Some 

of the most beautiful words you’ll utter are just before 

communion when we say “Lord, I am not worthy that you 

should enter under my roof, but only say the word, and my 

soul shall be healed.” Indeed, in and of ourselves, we are 

totally unworthy; there is absolutely nothing we can do to deserve God’s love.  But God loves us 

anyway.  It does not matter how small and unimportant you are in the world because you do not need 

to do anything to “earn” God’s unconditional love for you.  In a world that is so big, and filled with so 

much pressure, and in a “what have you done for me lately” culture, this should be such comforting 

news. Nonetheless, there is work to be done.  God has a plan for our salvation, but He wants to use us 

Saint of Principle# 4 

 
St. Josemaria Escriva 

Founder of Opus Dei, St. Josemaria knew that the first 

virtue was order, not because it was as important as 

faith, hope, and love, but because without order, we 

cannot intentionally build any other virtue. In his little 

book, The Way, he tells us:  

“Dissipation. — You slake your senses and faculties 

in whatever pool you meet on the way. And you can 

feel the results: unsettled purpose, scattered attention, 

deadened will and quickened concupiscence. Subject 

yourself once again to a serious plan that will make 

you lead a christian life: or you'll never do anything 

worthwhile.” 

 

 

 

 



to help carry it out.  We participate in God’s plan at several different levels, each of which will be 

addressed throughout this book and in your own life plan.   

 

Elements of a Life Plan 

 

Our life plan is our guide to living out all of the different elements of our being to the fullest.  Being 

created in the image of God we are physical, intellectual, emotional, relational, and spiritual beings.  

We need to take care of all of these different elements of our being in order to be our happiest, 

healthiest, and holiest selves.   

 

Your life plan needs to reflect your own personal circumstances and needs.  The responsibilities and 

daily routines of a layperson can vary greatly.  What works for a busy mother with very little time to 

herself and not much in the way of a predictable routine may not work for the soldier, the lawyer, or 

the construction worker.  But we are all called to holiness.  We are all called to be saints. 

 

What the stay-at-home mother, soldier, lawyer, and construction worker all have in common is that 

they are all called to holiness.  The Church emphasizes Universal Call to Holiness, as well as the 

important and unique role the laity had to play in the Church’s mission to bring Christ into the world. 

Your life plan should be designed to help you identify how you experience God, how you can deepen 

your relationship with Him, and how you can bring His love into the world in the best way possible.   

   

Life in the Sacraments and Prayer 

 

There are so many different and valid charisms or spiritualties within the Church.  Every spiritual 

teacher has their own approach to prayer.  One thing that has always drawn me to the Church is that 

fact that there is something in it for everyone.  It’s wonderful richness makes it possible for everyone 

to love God precisely in the way they were created to, and these multitude of ways has the same rock 

and foundation; they are all grounded in the teachings of the Church Magisterium.  So, if your “prayer 

style” is conversational, meditative, communal, or musical, the Church has a place for you. 

 

But this beautiful fact about the Church can also be complicated and confusing.  It is human nature for 

people who really love their particular prayer style to think that their style is “the best.” There are 

people who think that praying a daily rosary is of utmost importance, while others insist that a 

charismatic prayer life puts us more in touch with the Holy Spirit, while still others will say that the 

“highest” form of prayer is traditional Carmelite Mysticism.  On one hand, this multitude of prayer 

styles is a beautiful witness to God’s creativity.  On the other hand, it leaves many people feeling lost 

(because they can’t find what works for them) and guilty (because their prayer style may not match up 

exactly with others. Simply defined, prayer is how we actively relate to and connect with God.  While 

your life plan should be flexible and designed to evolve over time, it should contain the following 

elements: 

 

• Daily conversation with God 

o Expressing gratitude for the gifts in your life 

o Adoration and praise for His greatness 



o Supplication for your needs and the needs of others 

• Regular mass attendance 

• Penitence and examination of conscience (as well as the sacrament of reconciliation) 

 

Building Virtue and Rooting out Sin 

 

“Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness…” We all want to be happy, and that is a good thing.  God 

wants us to be happy.  But the problem is that happiness can be a fleeting thing to pursue on its own; 

there is no light switch in our minds that we can flip to just be “happy.” There is a big difference 

between happiness as a feeling and happiness as a state of being (i.e. joy).  The pleasures of life are 

what bring us the feeling of happiness.  Good food, success at work, a night out with friends—these 

things all can bring us the feeling of happiness.  But these feelings pass, and especially in a world that 

is filled with just as much suffering as pleasure.  Because of this, we need to base our happiness in 

something firmer.  Ultimately, our happiness rests in our relationship with God.  Simply put, a life 

connected with the Lord brings peace and joy, while a life apart from Him does not.   

 

One of the most important ways of staying connected with the lord is forming our character itself to be 

more and more in-line with God’s Will—to continually fine-tune ourselves as instruments for His use.  

We do this by building virtue and rooting sin out of our lives.  These really are some of the only things 

we can do in our lives that will bring true flourishing in your life, and while the feelings of happiness 

ebb and flow, you will be grounded in a state of joy. 

 

Building virtue actually feels good.  It brings a sense of accomplishment, meaning, and peace.  It also 

gets us more of what we want in life because it sharpens our strengths and makes us more effective 

people.  For instance, building the virtue of self-discipline helps us to reach our long-term and more 

meaningful goals, while the virtue of detachment helps us to let go of those things in life that are truly 

outside of our control, which in turn helps us to feel more peaceful.   

 

Sin, on the other hand, is all about producing the feeling of happiness, while it destroys the state of 

happiness.  Understanding the nature of sin will be so important in your growth.  Sin is so much more 

than just “a list of bad things you’re not supposed to do.” Sin is our sickness.  It is a state of separation 

from God that afflicts the whole human race, and we don’t just need to overcome sin, we need to be 

redeemed, saved, and healed from it as well.  Fortunately, Christ has done most of the hard work for 

us (you know, that whole “dying on the Cross to redeem all mankind” thing).  But we need to 

participate in our healing as well, we’re not just passive patients waiting for the divine healer to fix us.  

We do this by deepening our awareness of sin in our lives and better understanding its roots and 

effects.  The nature of our sin is often rooted in our psychological makeup and the emotional wounds 

we have received throughout the course of our lives.  Hence someone who has not received the 

unconditional love they needed in life will be more likely to commit sins of pride, while another person 

who has a more melancholic temperament will be more likely to commit sins related to hopelessness 

or depression (i.e. sloth and laziness).   

 

Now, our psychological wounds are not an excuse to sin, but in order to recover from sin and gain 

freedom from it, self-knowledge and emotional healing will be important. Together, the concrete 



fighting against sin and the more emotional healing from sin will help you to feel a sense of peace and 

happiness that is better than anything you could have ever imagined, because it is the joy God created 

us for.  “Take delight in the Lord, and he will give you the desires of your heart.” (Psalm 37:4).  

 

Sanctifying Our Daily Life 

 

God created daily life for a reason.  God forms us not so much in the glorious trials and victories, as in 

the day-to-day challenges of everyday life.  It is in the humdrum routines of daily life in which real 

virtue is formed, and it is in the secret and unremarkable opportunities to love the Lord that we really 

form a relationship with Him.  But, it is often our daily life where it is hard to be holy.  Holiness is easy 

at mass on Sundays—it is not so easy when we are awake in the middle of the night with an infant who 

won’t sleep.  But this is precisely where God wants us to let Him into our lives.  Jesus worked as a 

carpenter, and spent much of His life as an ordinary guy (although I don’t know too many “ordinary 

guys” who had virgin births!).   

 

We sanctify our daily lives in one of two main ways.  One way is by becoming aware of the Lord’s 

presence in every moment of our lives, and in turn expressing our love to Him through our daily work.  

God is there while you do all of those thankless daily tasks that you think no one notices.  In actual 

fact, God does notice, and He is the only one that matters!   

 

The second way we sanctify our daily lives is through creating a daily rhythm that allows us to make 

time for prayer, get our work done, and allows us to actually focus on our priorities. It is our daily 

habits and routines that eventually get us where we want to go, and form us into the people we are 

striving to become.  Every moment and every opportunity is a moment to develop virtue and grow 

closer to God…or not to.   

 

Community and Relationships 

 

Whenever God reveals Himself in the form of the trinity in the bible, one of the first things we notice 

is that the trinity (i.e. God) is highly relational.  Being created in the image and likeness of God, we too 

are meant to be relational.  As God says in the beginning of the bible “It is not good that man should 

be alone.” (Genesis 2:18).  Everyone knows that one of our deepest human needs is to relate to others 

and to improve the world around us through both giving and receiving.  What many people do not 

realize is that people cannot form our individual, personal identities apart from others.   

 

We discover who we are—what makes us unique and what makes us fit in—through the process of 

comparing ourselves to some people and connecting with others.  Whenever we feel lonely, we realize 

that we ourselves are incomplete.  We have a sense that we are not quite full, and we long for the 

missing person or people that allow us to feel full.  In fact, most psychologists will say (even in our 

incredibly selfish culture) that the highest degree of human fulfillment cannot be attained until we can 

transcend our own self-interest and dedicate ourselves to a goal that is outside us and bigger than us.  

For most men, that begins in our family life.   

 



Relationships are core to who we are.  Whether it is in family, friendship, or our connections with 

colleagues, without relationships, we wouldn’t be us.  Thus, creating, developing, and reflecting upon 

your relationships is an important part of your life plan. Take time to reflect on how to be a better 

spouse, parent, friend, and family member, as well as on our need for manly brotherhood.  We discover 

ourselves, and we discover God, through others.   

 

In your life plan, focus on both the giving and receiving aspects of relationships.  We need to be fed 

through strong relationships with family members, friends, and mentors.  We also need to enrich the 

lives of those around us through our actions and simple presence in their lives.  Take stock of your 

current relationships and determine what relationships are bearing fruit, and what ones you can make 

more fruitful.   

 

Our culture emphasizes the importance of independence and individuality.  Friendship isn’t exactly 

discouraged, but we are not taught how to be emotionally connected and authentic with others.  As 

part of my work, I lead a high school boys group that focuses on friendship.  The boys (and their 

parents) often remark on how rare it is that boys get an opportunity to sit down and just talk about life 

in an open and authentic way.  Jesus Himself leaned on his friends.  For instance, on the night of the 

Passover, just prior to His arrest and crucifixion, Jesus ate dinner with His apostles.  He told them: “I 

have earnestly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer;” (Luke 22:14).  Now there is a lot 

going on that night theologically speaking, such as the institution of the Eucharist, Judas’ betrayal, and 

Jesus’ arrest.  It is easy to miss the simple fact that Jesus wanted to have one final meal with His friends.  

I dare even say that in some profound and mysterious way, the Son of God needed the emotional 

support of His friends on that night.  Friendship is an essential element of holiness because it 

emboldens us, comforts us, and challenges us to fulfill God’s plan for our lives.   

 

Continuing Education 

 

When I was in graduate school, my advisor had a tiny strip of paper taped to her door that said “if you 

think you’re green, then you’ll grow; if you think you’re ripe, then you’ll rot.” What an important 

message to send to a bunch of very confident grad students who have been in college courses for over 

ten years and are going to be called “doctor” for the rest of their careers.  No matter how good we are, 

no matter how much we know, we need to never stop growing.  However, this can be a challenging 

thing for people in the midst of the world with a million commitments, and who don’t know where to 

turn, since many parishes don’t offer much in the way of adult faith formation.  Regarding our 

formation as adult Catholics, there are three main areas of continuing education for us to seek out:  

spiritual formation, human formation, and intellectual formation. 

 

Spiritual formation is the development of our interior life, that is, the innermost part of our being whose 

lifeblood is indeed the blood of Christ, and who in turn gives life the fullness of our being.  As we grow 

in our interior life, we draw closer and closer to God in a real relationship with Him.  Spiritual 

formation sharpens our awareness of God and how He speaks to us through prayer, other people, and 

in the depths of our hearts.  Traditionally within the Church, spiritual formation can be guided through 

spiritual direction. God is always speaking to us and guiding us through our lives, but we do not always 

understand Him clearly.  The path to God certainly can be an arduous one, and so having the help of 



an experienced guide can be invaluable.   While it can be difficult to find a spiritual director, there are 

a few things you can do: 1.) try asking your parish priest (sometimes the assistant pastor will have 

more availability, 2.) check out the Lanteri Center: http://lantericenter.org, or spiritual direction 

through St. Raphael Counseling: https://www.straphaelcounseling.com/spiritual-direction  

 

Human formation is the development of our character and personality, not just for our own sake, but 

for the sake of those around us who we are called to serve.  Human formation is broad term that covers 

so much of what manifests our dignity of being created in the image and likeness of God.  This includes 

our moral character, our ability to relate to others, our maturity and responsibility, and even our health.  

God works through human beings, which means that God works through us.  So, if God works through 

us, it behooves us to be as well-developed in every aspect of life that we can possibly be. 

 

Lastly, one of the most beautiful things that God bestowed upon us is our mind.  Unfortunately, 

however, many Catholic adults simply stop learning much of anything about their faith apart from 

what they glean from the homily at mass.  One reason for this is that we don’t always know where to 

turn to learn more, but the other, more honest reason, is that we simply get lazy.  Although there are 

all varying degrees of being a scholar (we are not all called to be able to discuss the differences between, 

say, the Polish and English translations of John Paul II’s dense philosophical work, The Acting Person), 

we can all continue to learn about our faith.  This includes reading the bible (a practice to often 

neglected by even devout Catholics), as well as learning about the Church and her teachings, and being 

versed in current events, especially those most affecting the Church today.  There is also something to 

be said for having a beginner’s mindset about life in general. Seeing life as an opportunity to always 

be open to growth will ground us in humility.  

 

 
If you enjoyed this retreat, please consider these ways you can support our mission! 

 
• Bring this retreat or one of our other retreats to your parish. 

https://www.straphaelcounseling.com/work/ 
 

• Follow us on Facebook and check out the St. Raphael Blog: 
https://www.straphaelcounseling.com/blog/ 

 
• Share your experience with family and friends! 

 
Peace and Blessings, 

 
 
 
 

Jim Langley 
 
 

Date: _____ 

http://lantericenter.org/
https://www.straphaelcounseling.com/spiritual-direction
https://www.straphaelcounseling.com/work/
https://www.straphaelcounseling.com/blog/


 

My Plan of Life: 
 

My Predominant Fault (inclination to sin I struggle with the most)______________________________ 

 

My Predominant Attraction (my clearest spiritual gift) ________________________________________ 

 

Virtue I am working on: ___________________ 

 

Sin I am fighting against: __________________ 

 

This week I will access the sacraments by: ________________________ 

 

My Current Rhythm of Prayer: 

 

 

 

 

 

I’m working on becoming a better person (human formation) by: 

 

1.  

 

2. 

 

3. 

 

I’m using the mind God has given me by learning more about/practicing: 

 

1. 

 

2. 

 

Other goals I am working on with God (remember, He wants to collaborate on every part of your life, 

so this can include anything (e.g. physical, financial, relational, etc.) 

 

1. 

 

2. 
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