Emotion and emotionalism
By Cardinal Justin Rigali

One of the glories of the human person is the ability to express innermost thoughts by means of emotions. The ability to think, reason and make judgements is unique to the human person, made in God’s image and likeness. The emotions which accompany those processes are indeed part of the glorious way in which we have been created. We are filled with wonder when we reflect on our ability to express those human emotions of joy, sorrow, laughter or surprise and we can call out with the Psalmist: “I praise you, so wonderfully you made me; wonderful are your works!” (Psalm 139:14). 

Many of the psalms express the entire spectrum of human emotions in relation to God. We can name here just a few examples with which we would be more familiar. Psalm 43 prays “That I may come to the altar of God, to God, my joy, my delight”. Psalm 130 expresses deep anguish in praying: “Out of the depths I call to you, Lord; Lord, hear my cry!” Psalm 137 exclaims: “By the rivers of Babylon we sat mourning and weeping when we remembered Zion.” 

Jesus Himself, in His human nature, clearly expresses emotion. He “became perturbed and deeply troubled” when He saw His friend Mary, the sister of Lazarus, weeping over the death of her brother. Coming to the tomb of Lazarus, the Gospel tells us: “And Jesus wept” (John 11: 33,35). His friendship with Martha, Mary and Lazarus tells us that He enjoyed the intimacy and joy of friendship, as He did also with His Apostles. In the Garden of Gethsemane, we know that Jesus told His disciples: “My soul is sorrowful even unto death”. He continues, expressing His emotion of loneliness: “Remain here and keep watch with me” (Matthew 26:38). Our Blessed Mother “rejoices in God (her) Savior” (Luke 1:47) but she is also told that a sword of sorrow will pierce her heart (Luke 2:35). We see, then, even from these few examples that human emotion is something good and part of the dignity and glory of the human person. 

Emotion a result, not a cause 

Having given emotion its proper place in the make-up of the human person, we now need to turn to some of its dangers. Simply put and using a current expression: “It’s not the fuel that drives the engine!” This is where emotion, which is good, can become emotionalism, which is not so good. 

We live in an age of instant communication. Events around the world are communicated to us “as they happen.” We certainly marvel at modern technology and its possibilities. Various media also provide entertainment in multiple forms. In some cases, given the instantaneous nature of communications and the demand for entertainment, we can be in danger of merely living lives of knee-jerk reaction to everything that is fed to us. In that case, emotion would not be the result of a thought process or the manifestation of interior sentiments but the satisfaction of a base desire for thrills and escapism. Let us look at a couple of examples. 

When a natural disaster or an extraordinary crime occurs causing great loss of life it is naturally reported at great length. The emotional reaction is likewise great. However, is this the result of curiosity or sensationalism or is it the sober reporting of a tragedy causing serious reflection on the part of those who watch, read or listen to the extensive coverage? Is there also a desire to blame someone or something for the event without recognizing some basic realities concerning what we believe about the human person? For instance, do we reflect upon the reality of original sin and personal freedom? In the Garden of Eden there was only one law and only One Person to enforce that law, God Himself. Yet because of the freedom which God made an integral part of the dignity of the human person, He did not stop our first parents from sinning. Saint Paul writes: “...through one person sin entered the world, and through sin, death, and thus death came to all, inasmuch as all sinned” (Romans 5:12). 

Likewise, do we reflect on the means given by God as part of our nature, which can create a peaceful society? The primary means are marriage and the family and the human community which we are called to be part of. The proper rearing of children in an atmosphere of stability and faith is part of God’s plan and provides an antidote to many ills of society. A merely emotional response to an event can sometimes blind us to some of these deeper realities. Cardinal George Pell, the Archbishop of Sydney, Australia, recently gave a very helpful reflection about a tragedy here in our own country. He wrote: “Normal life today includes increasing levels of loneliness and individual isolation. Individualism reinforces this, with its message that the successful person is the one who relies on no one to get ahead. In many areas of life we are continually told that needing other people is a sign of weakness, and being needed by them is a trap which puts an end to our freedom. But to think that being completely self-reliant will protect us and make us strong is to get things exactly the wrong way around. We are weakest and most prone to self-harm and unkindness or selfishness to others when we are alone.” Reactions based on feelings alone can often prevent us from acknowledging objective truth. This is where emotion, as a wholesome result of our human experience, can deteriorate into emotionalism, which can quickly and easily prevent us from recognizing truth.

Emotion and the Liturgy 

The Church’s Liturgy recognizes the wholesome place of human emotion in its celebrations. The use of the liturgical colors, appropriate music and the choice of Scriptural readings all reflect our need for the celebration not only to give glory to God, its primary purpose, but also to respond to healthy emotional needs. The recent Easter celebrations, with their use of light, water and the music that often accompanies the Liturgy especially at this season, are examples of this. 

The Funeral Liturgy is a particular setting in which human emotion and our Christian beliefs come together. The revision of the Funeral Liturgy after the Second Vatican Council reflected the Council’s directive that “Funeral rites should express more clearly the paschal character of Christian death...” (Sacrosanctum Concilium, 81). At the time of death, we are called to reflect on the dignity of the human person as God’s creature, our salvation accomplished by the Passion, Death and Resurrection of Jesus and the promise of eternal life. Likewise, it is a time to reflect upon the necessity of being faithful to Jesus and His message. The Lord did indeed tell us that He would go ahead “to prepare a place for us” but He also reminded us of the necessity of living His life of truth and grace. He tells us: “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14: 2, 6). 

While the response of the Church at the time of death must be one of consolation, especially in visiting with the family of the deceased and in the consoling message of the Gospel presented at the time of the homily, the Liturgy itself must always have as its primary purpose the proclamation of what we believe about Christian death and our responsibility to pray for the dead, particularly by means of the Mass. Even in death, it is necessary to reflect on the command of Jesus: “If you love me, you will keep my commandments” (John 14:15). To the degree that we have not loved Him enough to keep His commandments perfectly, we are in need of reconciliation with Him in this life and, when necessary, purification of the remnants of sin in the life to come. The Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches: “All who die in God’s grace and friendship, but still imperfectly purified, are indeed assured of their eternal salvation; but after death they undergo purification, so as to achieve the holiness necessary to enter the joy of heaven. The Church gives the name Purgatory to this final purification of the elect, which is entirely different from the punishment of the damned” (Catechism, 1030-31). 

All of these realities must be reflected in the Funeral Liturgy. There is a natural danger that the emotion present at the time of death may turn into an emotionalism, which can obscure the true Christian teaching and thereby deprive those present of the deeper realities of salvation and deprive the deceased of needed prayers. This is why the hymns chosen should reflect not mere sentiment but the Christian understanding of the Paschal Mystery. This is also why the appropriate place for a eulogy at the time of death is the cemetery or funeral parlor, thereby avoiding the danger of reducing the Church’s Liturgy to a mere expression of sentiment and obscuring the deeper realities of Christian life and death. 

In certain periods of history, it is particularly difficult to live and proclaim the message of Jesus Christ. It has always been the mission of the bishop, according to God’s plan, to teach, shepherd and sanctify the faithful entrusted to him and to explain clearly how to live out that message in the present. We can then continue to live out the Christian life with serenity and courage, knowing that we can say with Saint Paul: “I have the strength for everything, through him who empowers me” (Philippians 4:13). 
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