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Through Family Holiness to Existential
Happiness

-Most Rev. Dr. Vincent Mar Paulos

Introduction

In constant pursuit of happiness, the human person comes
across three fundamental questions: where do | come from
(origin); where do | go to after | die (destiny); and what is the
meaning of my existence? Answer to these existential questions
are decisive in man’s pursuit of happiness that every human being
seeks in his life. A serious consideration of these questions leads
us somehow to addressing the one big question — Does God exist?
Those who believe in God see Him as their Creator and as their
ultimate end. Believing in God gives meaning to their existence
and they realize that they are made for union with God their
Creator. Existential happiness consists in union with God.

However, happiness is viewed differently by different
people. Some seem to confuse it with pleasure. Therefore, it
would be appropriate, at the very outset, to understand what
happiness is and how to distinguish between different levels of
happiness.

1. What is happiness?

Happiness can be defined as the fulfilment of desires.
And unhappiness should be then understood as the
nonfulfillment of desires. Therefore, it is important for us to know
what our desires are or what we yearn for. Fr. Robert Spitzer SJ,
who has extensively studied the philosophers, theologians,
psychologists and anthropologists, in his bookFinding True
Happiness: Satisfying Our Restless Hearts, notes that throughout
the centuries most of the philosophers and the theologians have
elucidated four basic kinds of desires and four levels of happiness.
The following are the four kinds of desires that give rise to four
kinds of happiness:

i. Inmediate Gratification: Seeking to gratify sensory/biological
needs. E.g. food, drink, alcohol, sex, wealth, material possessions.
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Many people get fixated on this first level of happiness
throughout their lives.

ii. Ego-comparative: Seeking to promote self-consciousness. It is
becoming aware of ourselves. Being aware of oneself is good,
but many people end up in egotism and individualism. They
confine themselves in their inner world. E.g. It is | alone who
matters. All others exist for me and revolve around me. Therefore
many people want to assert their independence and unlimited
freedom. All those who put up a set of rules and try to curtail
their freedom are viewed as their competitors or enemies. Then
they start comparing and try to prove that they are better and
smarter than others. When their ego-centric desires are fulfilled
and when the others fulfill their desires they become happy; but
when they are not fulfilled they become extremely unhappy.

iii. Contributive-empathetic desires: Going beyond self and
seeking others. Human persons are also endowed with the
capacity for empathy, which means to feel with the other and to
desire the good of the other. It leads one to do good for the other
and at its best to even self-sacrificing love. In making
contributions for the other and in serving the other, people can
find happiness. Here the biggest realization is that our happiness
depends not on ‘how many people love us,” but on ‘how many
people we love. This happiness is more lasting than the first two
levels of happiness.

iv. Transcendental-spiritual desires: Seeking the Ultimate Good
and existential happiness. We all cherish the desire for
unconditional and unending love. But the three levels of
happiness can never ultimately satisfy us, because no human
being can love others unconditionally and unendingly to its
perfection. The greatest realization that a human being can attain
in this world is that God alone will be able to ultimately satisfy
us. It is simply because we are created in the image and the
likeness of God. We all have a transcendental dimension. We are
beings with the capacity to go beyond ourselves, to desire perfect
truth, perfect goodness, perfect love, perfect beauty and perfect
being, as Augustine noted. Many people ignore relationship with
God by supposing that the fulfilment of worldly desires would
bring true happiness. But over the period of time, a feeling of
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emptiness and loneliness within them keep surfacing. They
realize that they lack true happiness.

Our yearning for happiness is ultimately a yearning for
God. We read in the Cathechism of the Catholic Church: “The desire
for God is written in the human heart, because man is created by
God and for God; and God never ceases to draw man to himself.
Only in God will man find the truth and happiness he never stops
yearning for” (n. 27). Our search for happiness will never pass
away. It is engraved into our hearts by God himself so that we
crave for eternal love and joy which can be found in God alone.
No one else and nothing else in this world can ever satisfy us.
How true are St. Augustine’s words: “You have made us for
yourself. Our hearts are restless until they rest in you.”God alone
is the fulfillment and satisfaction of human’s yearning for
happiness.

God in whom we believe is a Holy God. Christian faith
teaches us that God has created us to be with Him forever and
that is the only way to find true happiness. But now the question
arises what is the way to find existential happiness? The word of
God reminds us that without holiness “no one will see the Lord”
(Heb 12:14). The Psalmist asks, “O Lord, who may abide in your
tent? Who may dwell on your holy hill?” And immediately he
suggests, “Those who walk blamelessly, and do what is right...”
(Ps 15). If true happiness can be found only in God, then the only
way to achieve that is holiness. In his recent Apostolic
Exhortation, Gaudete et Exsultate: On the Call to Holiness in Today’s
world, Pope Francis teaches us that holiness and happiness go
together and he even considers happiness a synonym for holiness.
A holy person is a happy person and a truly happy person has to
be necessarily a holy person. After discussing some of the
contemporary challenges that hinder our progress to holiness
and happiness, | shall focus on Pope Francis’ teachings especially
the exhortations -AmorisLaetitia(The Joy of Love), and
GaudeteetExsultate(Rejoice and Be Glad) - in order to show that
the way to existential happiness is family holiness.

2. Some Contemporary Challenges

The life of holiness appears to be a challenging one in
today’s context. The modern search for happiness is governed by
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philosophies of self-fulfillment, individualism, hedonism etc. But
people fail to realize that these philosophies gradually lead men
to a greater discontent and unhappiness. These contemporary
trends hinder man’s progress towards holiness and happiness. It
will be pertinent to discuss these false ways of happiness.

a. Individualism: In today’s secularized culture, people are
becoming more and more self-centered. My desire, my future,
my pleasure, my freedom, my right etc. are some of the oft-
repeated words that have become so popularized in modern
times. ‘I am the master of my destiny’ seems to be the creed of
individualism. The false notion of freedom undergirds this
attitude, according to which freedom is the will to do whatever
you want, wherever you want and whenever you want without
anyone to question it. Modern culture places a high esteem to
the idea of freedom and rights.

b. Relativism: It is the rejection of universal or objective truths. A
thing or act can be good or true to one person, but evil and false
to another. For example, it is like saying, living together as husband
and wife without getting married is okay. If you think that it is not
good, then well it’s your freedom, but for me it’s absolutely fine.

That this attitude is slowly creeping into many of our
youth’s minds is indeed a cause of worry. Many of our youths
seem to justify in open the same sex-marriage, decriminalization
of adultery, co-habitation, pre-marital sex, etc.

c. Consumerism and Hedonism: Individualism is further
heightened by the present generation’s assertion that pleasure
is the supreme good (hedonism). In order to have more pleasure,
more wealth is required. In this culture, success is measured by
what you have rather than what you are. Therefore, today young
people are striving to possess as much wealth and goods as they
can. The creed of consumerism is “I shop, therefore | am.” But
today, every new gadget becomes outdated within no time. This
leads to a ‘use and throw’ culture.

This culture extends to human relationships as well,
where a person’s worth is measured by his or her utility for my
growth. Pope Francis writes in AmorisLaetitia: “We treat affective
relationships the way we treat material objects and the

()
&




environment: everything is disposable; everyone uses and
throws away, takes and breaks, exploits and squeezes to the last
drop. Then goodbye. Narcissism makes people incapable of
looking beyond themselves, their own desires and needs. Yet
sooner or later, those who use others end up being used
themselves, manipulated and discarded by that same mind-set”
(n. 39).

d. Globalization and Internet Addiction: In the recent decades,
the entire globe has gone on to become a village. Today, the
internet has a revolutionary impact on culture. Thanks to the
internet, now inter-continental communication and friendship
has become quite easy. Unlimited amount of information is
available at our fingertips. But it has created new challenges and
problems as well. Some of these challenges are pornography,
virtual relationships, time wasting games, cyber-crime and so
on.

The above mentioned problems and trends are rampant
in our society.While the desire for happiness is common to all
human beings, problem lies in confusing pleasure with
happiness. Under the influence of the philosophies of
individualism, hedonism etc., people often seek happiness
through pleasure, possessions and power. Each of these may offer
moments of happiness, but they do not last, and our quest for
happiness continues.

After having elucidated the different levels of happiness
and having examined the contemporary challenges, it is
worthwhile to discuss how to respond to these challenges and
how to grow in true happiness. To this end, | shall now turn
attention to Pope Francis who has proposed that the solution to
every problem that plagues our lives and the only way to true
happiness is personal holiness. Only the saints can be truly happy
in any situation. Where do we learn to be holy? It is in the family.
Therefore, the key to existential happiness is family holiness.

3. Pope Francis’ Vision: Holiness is the Key to Happiness

In Gaudeteetexsultate, Pope proposes practical ways to
become holy and happy in the modern world. The document
recalls how God wants us to be holy (cf. Gen 17:1; Eph 1:4), because
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it is only in holiness that do we find “true life, the happiness for
which we were created.” God wants us “to be saints and not to
settle for a bland and mediocre existence.”

a. Holiness is for all, but each has a Distinct Path

All are called to holiness, but each of us is called to
“discern his or her own path,” and to seek holiness in his own
distinct way (n. 14). But today many people tend to think that
only canonized saints and martyrs are holy, and that holiness is
only for popes, bishops, priests, and religious. They think that
holiness is unattainable for the ordinary people. In this context,
Pope Francis re-proposes the universal call to holiness in the
midst of our daily ordinary circumstances. Parents can become
holy by raising their children with love, married couples by loving
and caring for their spouses, the consecrated people by living
their commitments with joy etc. Likewise, the young people can
become holy in their schools, colleges, workplaces by showing
faithfulness to their duty, by showing love and compassion to
others, and by bringing joy in others’ lives.

Pope Francis reminds us that becoming holy is possible
for any person. God who has called us to become holy, will bring
our mission to fulfilment in spite of our mistakes and weaknesses.
The saints were not perfects, they had their own weaknesses,
failures. Underscoring a certain distinction between sanctity and
perfection, the Pope says that the saints cannot be expected to
be perfect all the time. “Not everything a saint says is completely
faithful to the Gospel; not everything he or she does is authentic
or perfect” (n. 22). The totality of their life and their growth in
holiness must be taken into consideration. In his interview given
to Andrea Tornielli, Pope Francis said: “I am a sinner on whom
the Lord has turned his gaze.” Holiness, for Pope Francis, is “an
encounter between [o]ur weakness and the power of God’s
grace” (n. 34).

b. What is Holiness?

i. Holiness is the Life of Christ in us: The total transformation of
the Christian consists in becoming like Christ, and that is God’s
intention for each person. In Gal 2:20, St. Paul says, “It is no longer
| but Christ lives in me.” Christ living inside us — that is holiness.
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When Christ is in us we see through the eyes of Jesus. Those who
learn to see things through the eyes of Jesus, can understand
others’ pain and sorrow and empathize with them. They will
surely find authentic happiness.

The Pope says that to be holy means allowing Christ to
live his life in us. It is Christ who lives in us, operates through us,
and struggles in us. We are called to cooperate with God by
remaining open to his supernatural grace, which purifies and
enlightens and transforms us.

ii. Participation in the Mission of Christ: Even though we have to
strive for personal holiness, holiness is not a private affair
between ‘God’ and ‘me.” We are called to become holy not as
individuals but in communion with others, for, “no one is saved
alone as an isolated individual” (GE, n. 6).

Our personal mission should not be understood apart
from the call to build up the “kingdom of love, justice and
universal peace” (n. 25).We follow not a theory, but a person —
Jesus Christ, at a particular time in a particular place. However,
the Pope urges us to maintain a neat balance between our
personal life of prayer and our work. The young people may tend
to focus more on organizing events, feasts, social service
programs etc.But they should not forget that silence before God,
reading of the word of God, family prayers and the participation
in the Holy Mass are indispensable in their growth in holiness.
The Pope notes that some Christians tend to get so immersed in
their works to help others that they do not take seriously their
personal relationship with the Lord. He reminds that Christianity
is not “asort of NGO.” The great saints such as St. Teresa of Calcutta
found a certain harmony between their prayer life and “their
passionate and effective commitment to their neighbours” (n.
100).

c. Learning to become Holy in the Family

Marriage is the foundation of the family, where children learn
virtues and have their character formed. In marriage a man and a
woman give oneself to his/her spouse in love and become one
flesh. They love each other as they love themselves. But love
cannot remain closed in on itself. It has to go out. “From the
outset, love refuses to every impulse to close in on itself; it is
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open to a fruitfulness that draws it beyond itself”
(AmorisLaetitia80). The child is the fruit of their ‘voluntary self-
giving in love. The child experiences the love of its parents and
loves them in return. A loving couple now becomes a loving
community — a family, which is modeled after the Most Holy
Trinity. A Christian family is called to experience the joy of love
and walk together towards holiness.

i. It is from the parents, especially from the mother, that a
child learns the first lessons of faith. “The family is the place
where the parents become the children’s first teachers in the
faith” (AL16). In Romans 10:17, we read that “faith comes from
what is heard, and what is heard comes through the word of
Christ.” The parents pass on the faith, which they themselves
have received from their parents and the Church, to their children.
The young people should be able to see their family as the school
of faith. It is from the family that they learn to grow in relationship
with God. It is here that they learn to pray and deepen their bond
with God.

ii. In the family, the youngpeople, learn to love and share.
To love is to wish the good of the other. What is the greatest good
that we can think for the person whom | love? It is simply that the
person always remains happy. And true happiness consists in
being in communion with Christ. Spouses are called to love one
another unconditionally and for Christ. True love is giving of the
self for the other. The youths should learn what a true love is by
seeing their parents, and not from the TV, movie or from
elsewhere. If the parents value marriage and family, the children
will also appreciate marriage and family and will never say ‘no’
to this vocation. In Pope Francis’ words, “For every couple,
marriage preparation begins at birth. What they received from
their family should prepare them to know themselves and to
make a full and definitive commitment. Those best prepared for
marriage are probably those who learned what Christian marriage
is from their own parents, who chose each other unconditionally
and daily renew this decision” (AL 208).

iii. In the family, the youths are called to ‘honourtheir father
and mother’ (Ex 20:12; Sir 3:3-4). It is not a child that knows or
loves its mother first, but it is the mother that knows and loves
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the child first. Gradually, the child understands mother’s and
father’s love and love for the parents is born in its heart. Since,
the child loves his parents, it starts trusting them. Obedience is
an expression of love and trust. If the children love and trust
their parents, they should obey them. If the youths do not honour
their parents, they will not be able to honour God.

iv. The youths learn in the family that when they obey their
parents they also slowly learn to obey God’s commandments. It
is not we who knew or loved God first, but rather it is God who
knew us before we were formed in the womb of our mothers (cf.
Jer 1:5), and He loved us first (cf. | Jn 4:19). When we become
aware of God’s love, we should also trust and believe in Him. His
words are written and handed on to us (Sacred Scripture), and
interpreted authoritatively by the Church (Sacred Tradition and
Magisterium). If we love and believe in Him, we should also obey
Him. Jesus said, “If you love me, you will keep my
commandments” (Jn 14:15).

V. The family is the place where the youth learn virtues. We
learn more by imitating than by mere listening. The children
simply copy what their parents or others do. Pope Francis remarks:
“Moral education has to do with cultivating freedom through
ideas, incentives, practical applications, stimuli, rewards,
examples, models, symbols, reflections, encouragement,
dialogue and a constant rethinking of our way of doing things”
(AL 267). The examples of the parents is, therefore, of paramount
importance in inculcating virtues in the children.

vi. The family is the first school of human values, where the
youth learn the wise use of freedom from their parents (AL 274).
The corrections by the parents help them to grow in virtuous life
and to learn the use of freedom with responsibility (AL 269). In
one of his messages to the youth, the Holy Father said, “Freedom
is not the ability simply to do what | want. This makes us self-
centred and aloof, and it prevents us from being open and sincere
friends. Instead, freedom is the gift of being able to choose the
good. The free person is the one who chooses what is good, what
is pleasing to God, even if it requires effort.”

vii. In today’s world where consumerism and hedonism are
rampant, and where pornography distorts the meaning of sex,
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the youth should learn to understand sex within the “broader
framework of an education for love and mutual self-giving” (AL
280).

viii. The family is the place for socialization. Pope Francis
writes that “[t]he family is the primary setting for socialization,
since it is where we first learn to relate to others, to listen and
share, to be patient and show respect, to help one another and
live as one” (AL 276). There should be healthy dialogue between
the parents and the children. Coming together for evening prayer
and meals will strengthen the mutual bond. The parents should
spend quality time with their children and teach them what the
joy of being together means.

In our own day, dominated by rapid technological
advances, people are losing their capacity to relate to others, to
develop friendships. Virtual friendship is replacing real face-to-
face friendship. The youth in particular are becoming confined
to their tiny worlds. If the parents fail in this regard, the children
will tend to seek virtual relationships through their cell phones
and social media. “Parents need to consider what they want their
children to be exposed to, and this necessarily means being
concerned about who is providing their entertainment, who is
entering their rooms through television and electronic devices,
and with whom they are spending their free time.” (AL 260)

4. Learning to Grow in Existential Happiness

Speaking about the existential happiness, Pope Benedict
XVI said that the realization that we are created for God and that
God loves us is the source of true happiness. Sometimes, the
person who has everything he could desire is still not happy;
meanwhile someone deprived of everything, even freedom or
health, can be joyful and peaceful, if God is within his heart.
“Therefore, herein lies the secret: It is necessary for God to always
have the first place in our lives.”

Holiness is learned, first and foremost, in the family.
Holiness, as we noted above, is living in Christ and Christ living in
us. It is letting Christ live in us. And if Christ lives in us we will be
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naturally drawn to God the Father, and in the Spirit we will be
able to call HimAbba, just as Jesus Christ did. We will be also able
to love God and love our neighbours. And love gives us true
happiness on this earth. And if a person dies in union with Christ,
he continues to live in Him, because the union with Christ is
stronger than death.

It is in heaven that we will be able to enjoy the existential
happiness in all its perfection. It will be much beyond what we
can ever imagine of. We will see the Lord and our hearts will
rejoice, and no one will take our joy from us (cf. Jn 17:22). We will
see God as He is (1 Jn 3:1-2; | Cor 13:12). We will reach the perfect
realization that we are God’s sons and daughters and that God
the Father loves us just as He loves His Son (Jn 17:23). This
awareness is the essence of heaven and this gives us never-
ending happiness.

St. John Paul llwrote that “our God in His deepest mystery
is not a solitude, but a family, since he has in himself fatherhood,
sonship and the essence of the family, which is love.” Human
person is created by God so that he can have eternal communion
with God, who is a family. Heaven consists in entering into God'’s
family, as His sons and daughters. Each Christian family is a
reflection and the image of the triune God. Each member of the
family is called to practice self-giving love. And this alone can
lead to true happiness. The Holy Family of Nazareth in its truest
sense was an icon of the divine family. They experienced the joy
of love in all the circumstances, even when there was no place
for them in the inn, and when they had to flee to Egypt. Likewise,
even amidst the sufferings and difficulties, the members of
Christian family can continue to experience the happiness within
their hearts if they live with the conviction that they are called to
reflect the unfathomable mystery of God as Love. Love, as Pope
Francis constantly teaches, is the path to happiness. It is of course
not an easy path. It require a lot of efforts and it involves sacrifices.
This can be learned by the young people today primarily in their
families.

Conclusion

The paradox of this age is that in an unceasing quest for
happiness more and more people are turning melancholic, simply
because they fail to understand what true happiness is.The
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existential vacuum has become a widespread phenomenon of
the ultra-modern age, and it leads to loss of hope in many young
people. In this secularized age where attempts have been made
to drive Godout of people’s life and out of every discussion, the
Christian youth need to grow in conviction that God alone can
ultimately satisfy human’s yearning for existential happiness,
because this is what we are created for. We were made by God
and for God. It is only in God that we discover our origin, our
destiny, meaning of our existence and true happiness.

And the key to happiness is holiness. God who is holy, leads us to
holiness. The Psalmist prays, “You show me the path of life. In
your presence there is fullness of joy; in your right hand are
pleasures forevermore” (Psalm 16:11). The more holy we are,
the fuller our joy will be. God instituted family as a place where
each member learns to grow into holiness. Family is the first
school of faith for the young people. It is the place where they
learn virtues and learn what true freedom is. The world needs
today the Christian youths who are witnesses to hope and true

Joy.

“Without God, life has no purpose, and without purpose,
life has no meaning. Without meaning, life has no significance or
hope” (Rick Warren, The Purpose Driven Life).Christ invitesthe
youths to bear witness to hope and authentic happiness. It is in
hope that we rejoice (Rom 12:12). Christ needs the young people
who are ready to give a “reason of the hope that is in [them]” (I
Pet 3:15). Thus, the clarion call is to go out and tell the world of
the happiness they have found in Jesus Christ.

Questions to Consider:

1. How can the young people remind themselves that life is
really about living for God, and not for themselves?

2. Pope Francis wrote in GaudeteetExsultate, “The word ‘happy’
or ‘blessed’ becomes a synonym for ‘holy’, because those
faithful to God, by their self-giving, gain true happiness.” What
do you think?

3. What three major problems do you think young people face
today? How to live holiness in our families? Suggest some
concrete ways.
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