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Abstract This essay explores the experience of suffering in order to see to what ex-
tent it can be understood within the context of the human condition without diverting
the reality of suffering or denying the meaning of human existence and divine reality.
Particular attention is given to describing and interpreting what I call the transcendent
dimensions of suffering with the intent of showing that in the experience of suffereing
persons come up against the limits of what can be accounted for in ordinary terms and
point towards transcendent reality. In religious faith the transcendent dimensions of
suffering may be understood to come together with other transcendent dimensions of
experience in a more distinctive or focused encounter with transcendent reality. The
conception of God that is suggested by the transcendent dimensions of suffering, how-
ever, differs from the model of God in western theism as an absolutely transcendent,
all powerful, immutable and impassible being.
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Introduction

In beginning this essay I should say that I do not have any special wisdom to offer
philosophers or theologians concerned with traditional theism and the traditional
problem of evil. I do briefly explore the experience of suffering in order to see to what
extent it can be understood in the context of the human condition without diverting
the reality of suffering or denying the meaning of human existence and divine reality.
More specifically, I will describe and interpret what I call the transcendent dimensions
of suffering with the intent of showing that in the experience of suffering we come up
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against the limits of what can be accounted for in ordinary terms and point towards
transcendent reality. In religious faith the transcendent dimensions of suffering may
be understood to come together with other transcendent dimensions of experience in
a more distinctive or focused encounter with transcendent reality. The conception of
God that is suggested by the transcendent dimensions of suffering, however, differs
from the dominant model of God in western theism as an absolutely transcendent, all
powerful, immutable and impassible being.

Much of the renewed interest in the traditional problem of evil in recent
Anglo-American philosophy of religion is, as I understand it, related to the so-called
evidential argument in which critics of traditional theism argue that at least some suf-
fering cannot be adequately accounted for in traditional theistic belief. In defending
the rationality of belief in traditional theism against such critics, some theists have
extended the notion of defense to include efforts to provide theodicies or reasonable
accounts of why an all powerful and all benevolent God allows evil in the world. At
the root of many of these arguments is the belief either that evil is useful or necessary
to a greater good or that eventually, whether in time or eternity, evil will be overcome
or transformed by a greater good. In response non-theists have argued that some
evils are so destructive of any conception that humans might have of the good that no
future good could be reasonably held to adequately account for such evil. Here many
continental philosophers and theologians, including some who consider themselves
to be theists in the broader sense, seem to stand closer to the non-theists than the
traditional theists. That is, to the extent that they retain any hope for reconciling belief
in God with evil they argue that traditional theodicies are often partners in subverting
or desensitizing the reality of gratuitous or unjustified evil and that they tend to justify
God at the expense of the suffering of human and other beings. From this perspective
any religious alternative to traditional religious theodicies, it seems, must begin from
the claim that at least some experiences of actual suffering are so destructive that no
future good can outweigh them, that such suffering is part and parcel of our being in
the world, and must then try to show, as I suggested above, that such suffering need
not deny the meaning of existence or divine reality.

Experience of suffering

The experience of suffering confronts us as a boundary, a limit to our ordinary experi-
ence of ourselves as beings in the world in relation to other persons and things where
being and becoming seem closely linked. We are aware of ourselves not as fixed
essences, but as unfinished, in process of becoming. Yet, as Emmanuel Mournier has
said, this is not the becoming of mere vital impulsion. Our way of being is best under-
stood in terms of possible ways of being. We may share much in common with others
and we would not be who we are independently of our histories and our relations with
others. Yet in some sense we also seem to transcend or go beyond these boundaries.
We are both fact and possibility, Heidegger would say. Our being is something to be
achieved; it is something to be gained or lost. In this sense we appear to be different
at least in degree from other beings in the universe.1 As beings of potentiality, beings
on the way, we are always transcending, moving into new possibilities of being. We

1 Heidegger himself distinguishes between human being-in-the-world as world-forming in contrast
to what he calls the worldlessness of the rock and the animal’s poverty in the world (Heidegger, 1995,
185ff).
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are temporal beings. We exist in the present involved in the heritage of what has been.
However, we also exist in the future that is coming towards us. Our being is such that in
the present we recollect the past and anticipate the future. We are becoming as persons
in relation to other persons and things and as entangled in the history of humankind.

Our transcending or becoming, however, comes up against many boundaries along
the way which set limits to our transcending or becoming. One of the most signifi-
cant boundaries is found in suffering. Suffering, as John Macquarrie and Emmanuel
Levinas have argued in somewhat related ways, stands over against our transcending,
our acting.2 By contrast with the process of becoming in which we act to realize some
state of affairs that we desire and through which we find meaning in existence, the
experience of suffering appears to be the opposite of activity. It is a boundary, a tragic
element in human experience which sets limits to our process of becoming and raises
the question of the meaning of human existence. Suffering may bring us up against
our finiteness and may clear our being in the world of the gods of self-deification as
well as a religion in which suffering is purchased at the price of greater rewards. In its
more limited form the experience of suffering may be accommodated into our human
becoming. We may be led to say, for example, that although we would not have sought
suffering we are better persons for having undergone the experience of suffering.
Here we find at the experiential level the truth of traditional theodicies in both secu-
lar and religious forms that argue that humans are not ready-made but are the result
of a long process of self-transcending, of soul-making to use traditional language.

If experiences of suffering were always of the kind mentioned above, the problem
of evil would not be such a mystery for humankind. In some cases, however, suffering
seems to be other than can be accommodated within the context of soul-making.
Such suffering is often referred to as gratuitous or unjustified, suffering which by
most reasonable accounts appears to be useless. Perhaps one might argue that all
suffering is useless or senseless, but at least this appears to be the case with gratuitous
suffering. Gratuitous suffering appears to be qualitatively different from the kind of
suffering that we are often able to accommodate into our way of being in the world.
Such suffering is non-integratable or non-justifiable as Levinas argues. (Levinas, 1998,
p. 173) I have reference to the kind of suffering associated with such natural events as
the Lisbon earthquake and recent events in southeast Asia and the Gulf area of the
United States as well as the kind of intolerable suffering found uniquely in Auschwitz.
Describing the victims of Auschwitz, Hans Jonas writes “Dehumanization by utter
degradation and deprivation preceded their dying, no glimmer of dignity was left to
the freights bound for the final solution, hardly a trace of it was found in the sur-
viving skeleton specters of the liberated camps.” (Jonas, 1996) In such cases it seems
to make little sense to speak of persons choosing to bear their suffering or justifying
their suffering in relation to some future human or eternal good. To be sure, some
persons, perhaps the majority who survive, make their way through life in spite of
such suffering. But such suffering seems to have no purpose in terms that can be
meaningfully appropriated in human terms. It is what might be called an experience
of emptiness, of nullity, perhaps one might say of the absence of the gods, whether
secular or religious. Whatever events follow, Ground Zero remains a void. Levinas
writes:

Suffering is surely a given in consciousness, a certain “psychological content,”
like the lived experience of colour, of sound, of contact, or like any sensation.

2 See Macquarrie (1982, 222–232); Levinas (1998, 2001).
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But in this “content” itself, it is in-spite-of-consciousness, unassumable. It is unas-
sumable and “unassumability.” “Unassumability” does not result from the exces-
sive intensity of a sensation, from some sort of quantitative “too much,” surpassing
the measure of our sensibility and our means of grasping and holding. It results
from an excess, a “too much” which is inscribed in a sensorial content, penetrating
as suffering the dimensions of meaning which seem to be opened and grafted on
to it. (Levinas, 2001, pp. 371–372)

When Levinas speaks of the end of theodicy he means the failure of efforts both
secular and religious to reconcile us to senseless suffering, the failure to grasp suffering
in a rational whole. The focus of much of the discussion of evil and suffering in recent
continental philosophy is not suffering as such but senseless suffering, suffering which
is held to contradict any human value or purpose and elude integration within any
rational or coherent order. Many continental philosophers argue with regard to such
suffering that theodicies which seek to justify or explain such evil fail. At times one
reads that it is obscene or even evil to attempt to reconcile such evil with some kind of
benevolent or cosmological purpose, it being argued that efforts to explain suffering
and evil add to the suffering. At the root of these objections is both a moral protest
against efforts to explain suffering in the face of those who suffer and a rejection of
a philosophical approach (whether idealist or analytic) which seeks to assimilate evil
into a rational metaphysics that purports to make sense of the senseless.

At times there is more hyperbole in these discussions than I would prefer. It does
not seem unreasonable , for example, that some philosophers would attempt to deal
with the evidential problem of evil within the well defined limits of what is called
traditional theism and logical argument, particularly given the widely accepted theory
of fallibilism. Further, some who speak of the end of theodicy appear themselves to
be developing what might be called alternative forms of explanation. The problem for
these philosophers may not be theodicy as such, but rather the aim of some theodicies
to explain evil in ways that are intended to bring reassurance or show the usefulness
of gratuitous suffering to those who are suffering, either by arguing that suffering
contributes to our being a better person or by appealing to a sense of goodness that
seems to have little connection with any kind of goodness that we can conceive as
historical beings.

Some objections to traditional theodicies voiced by continental philosophers,
I believe, are rooted in what might be called transcendent dimensions of the experi-
ence of human suffering. We may be able to understand why someone might differ
with us on such deep moral issues as the death penalty, but gratuitous suffering
evokes a deep silence or a moral outrage which is absolute and uncompromising
and challenges the more rationalistic efforts to respond to the issues raised by such
experiences. We find in such experiences, whether suffered on our own or vicariously,
an absolutely certain condemnation, a deep sense of being undeserved, an “absolute
no” which seems to transcend all relative human and cultural boundaries. It is an
experience of absolute condemnation that can see no usefulness for such suffering
either in this life or another. This experience of “absolute no” is an example of what
I have elsewhere called transcendent dimensions of ordinary experience, experiences
of “ultimacy” which seem to bring one up against the limits of what can be accounted
for in ordinary terms and point beyond these limits to a wider range of being.3

3 See Long (1992, 1998).
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Even if we are able to avoid useless suffering directly in our lives we can hardly
avoid the suffering of others. Indeed, this may be the most difficult suffering to bear.
The innocent suffering of children, of persons undergoing the most tragic events in
life, even of animals, interrupts the order of our lives and calls forth our love and
compassion for others. We seem to be called not only to condemn the suffering of the
other, but also to be called to a kind of giving of oneself in the face of the suffering of
the other. We seem to be summoned to a higher standard of being, to a responsiveness
to the other that appears to transcend any calculated obligation that we or another
individual may lay upon us. This summons may be mediated through our relations
with others and through our particular histories and cultures. Yet none of these rela-
tions seem adequate to fully account for it. The otherness of this calling seems to be
written into the texture of our being in the world. Indeed, this calling and our being
are so closely connected that the violation of one seems at the same time a violation
of the other. If there is an empirical basis for hope to be found in suffering perhaps
it is here.

The experience of gratuitous evil whether in ourselves or in others links us to other
beings and evokes a sense of the precariousness of existence, a kind of threat or noth-
ingness that is a given ingredient of our being in the world. This precariousness of
being is part and parcel of what it means to be, and if we are to deal with the problem
of suffering we have to begin by accepting the precariousness of existence, including
the senselessness of at least some forms of suffering. It is part of our givenness, part of
the created order to put it in religious terms. The problem of suffering, of course, is not
limited to the religious and some may seek meaning in attitudes of patient acceptance,
constructive activity or heroic defiance. Indeed, some continental philosophers, both
religious and non-religious, argue that in face of the unreality of religious and secular
explanations, we should turn from the theoretical to the practical, from explanation to
action. Nevertheless, evil and suffering raise ontological questions within the context
of particular historical religious traditions that seem to call for philosophers to deal
with the doctrines and narratives of those traditions. This does not mean that we
should give up our suspicion of appeals to authority and dogmatically held beliefs or,
as Louis Dupré has argued, that philosophers of religion must be dependent upon the
religious authorities of text and tradition. It does mean that religious experience as
formed and shaped within the religious traditions may provide resources for critical
philosophical reflection on the religious problem of suffering. 4

Being and creation

In western theism in general and in the Christian tradition in particular, the religious
problem of suffering is closely connected with the doctrine of creation. The expe-
rience of suffering whether by the self or vicariously brings us to an awareness of
our finitude and our sense of dependence. And it is the narrative of creation, of the
relation of creature to creator, that seeks to articulate this experience of dependency.
If, however, we understand the dependent relation between creature and creator in
terms of a purely causal relation between an external creator and creation we miss
the more inclusive relationship between creator and creation that seems central to the

4 See Dupré (1990); Long (1992). Dupré’s learned critique of traditional theodicy and call for a more
inclusive model has been influential in my effort to think through this issue.
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theological understanding of creation. This point is made in different but related ways
by philosophers and theologians in the phenomenological, personalist and process
traditions. I will here try to illustrate it with particular reference to the work of John
Macquarrie, who emphasizes the existential or better perhaps the existential-onto-
logical understanding of creation.5 From the existential point of view the doctrine of
creation has less to do with the question, how did the world begin, and more to do
with the question, what does it mean to be a creature, or perhaps better, how does
one understand his or her being in the world.

Traditional theism thinks of God as another being, albeit the greatest being, a kind
of metaphysical being without a body who creates the world, sustains it and inter-
venes in the world when necessary. The world owes its origin and within limits its
governance to the sovereign will of the greatest being who somehow stands outside
of and apart from the world, largely unaffected by it, but who may act upon it to
bring about some desired end. It is fair to say that historically speaking this has been
the dominant theological model of God. There is clearly a basis for talking about
God in this way in the Biblical literature where God is often portrayed as making or
producing the beings of the world in a sense analogous to that of a factory worker
producing a product. This model of God, however, tends to remove God from the
world which is essentially the product of God and makes God less than ultimate for
we still have to ask about the being of God. It also raises particular issues for the
problem of evil and suffering. Given the external and causal relation between creator
and creation and the power and willingness of God to intervene on occasion to bring
about some desired end, it is difficult to deal with the problem of suffering without
thinking of God’s goodness in ways that seem to have little in common with our human
conceptions of goodness. As Hans Jonas has argued, efforts to reconcile divine omnip-
otence and divine goodness often come at the price of complete divine inscrutability
(Jonas, 1996, p. 139).

The model of God as a kind of transcendent self-sufficient monarch who makes or
produces appears, as I said above, to come at the expense of the closeness or affinity
between creator and creation. This has led some theologians to argue that the making
of God is more analogous to the making of an artist in which, for example, the painter
may be said in some sense to put himself or herself into the painting. This may provide
a useful correction to the model of making, but this model also seems to have its lim-
itations because it seems to lack the sense of on-going involvement (providence) in
creation. Macquarrie himself suggests that in order to grasp the immanence of God,
the model of making should be held in tension with the model of emanation which
also has a long history in Christian theology. Of course the model of emanation has
its limitations. It seems, for example, to make all entities part of God and to call into
question the idea of a universe freely created by God. Macquarrie’s point, however,
is not that we should reject the model of making, which he agrees has been the domi-
nant model, in favour of the model of emanation as a tool for interpreting the Biblical
narratives. Rather, he argues, the model of making needs to be held in tension with
the model of emanation, each in some sense correcting the other, in order to more
fully elucidate the experience of both the transcendence and immanence of the divine.
His aim is to combine the transcendence of Being as going-out or letting-be and the
immanence of Being as present and manifest in beings.

5 See Macquarrie (1997).
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I cannot here deal adequately with the question of competing models for talking
about God and God’s relation to creation. My main point has been to suggest that
the image of God as a being who is related to other beings as the efficient cause
and who stands apart from creation, untouched by the suffering of his creatures is
not the only available model in the Judaeo-Christian tradition and that it has been
challenged in related ways by what might be called more organic models for talking of
the relation of Being and beings or God and world. Macquarrie’s so-called dialectical
theism is indebted to Martin Heidegger and his discussion of the relation of Being
and beings. Macquarrie speaks of God as “holy Being”, an expression which he uses
to assign a two-fold meaning to the word “God”, an ontological meaning in the sense
that it denotes Being and an existential meaning in so far as it indicates an attitude of
commitment to or faith or trust in Being, a trust that Being is not alien or neutral in
relation to us (Macquarrie, 1997, p. 121). Religious faith, we might say, is an attitude
of discernment and commitment in which Being is experienced as the enabling, the
giving of being.

On Macquarrie’s account , following Heidegger, Being is the transcendens, the con-
dition that there may be any beings at all. Yet Being is not a being and Being remains
incomparable or mysterious in relation to all categories that we use to speak of beings
or properties or classes of beings.6 This does not mean for Macquarrie, however, that
Being or holy Being is a mere blank incomprehensible. Being is the condition that
there may be any beings, the letting-be, or perhaps better, the grace, the giving, the
loving of being. Being transcends every particular being and yet in letting-be may be
said to participate in or be manifest in every being, albeit in some beings more fully
than others. On this view the doctrine of creation has less to do with how particular
beings come to be and more to do with what it means to be a creature and how this
affects our understanding of our being in the world.

Macquarrie uses this understanding of the relation between Being and beings to
help illuminate the idea of creatio ex nihilo. This idea presumably was used to dis-
tinguish the idea of creation from the idea of making or producing one thing out of
another thing. It emphasizes the fact that any particular thing stands between Being
or holy Being and nothing. Beings depend upon Being in the sense that any particular
being is in so far as it participates in Being. Perhaps one might put the point somewhat
differently saying that although beings are in some sense independent entities, they
are not beings in addition to holy Being, but in their being are wholly dependent
upon Being. This means that nullity or nothingness is an essential part of being a
creature, something that is reflected in the mood of anxiety, in our awareness of the
precariousness of existence, that at any point beings might not be. And human beings,
who might be said to exemplify the widest range of Being among beings, may be
said to experience this nullity or nothingness in a unique way in the suffering of self
and others.

Macquarrie’s understanding of Being and beings also helps illuminate the sense of
risk involved in creatio ex nihilo, that in creation Being transcends or goes beyond,
involving itself in the risk of the temporal order of possibility and change in which

6 I suspect that Macquarrie would say that he goes part of the way with such a thinker as Jean-Luc
Marion who speaks of God beyond Being. The problem, however, is that in seeking to remove God-
talk from Being in any sense Marion appears in the end to be able to speak of God only in the context
of religious faith and even more specifically in the context of the Eucharist as mediated by the Bishops.
This seems to mean that we cannot speak “about” God, that we can only speak “of” God from within
faith.
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the unity of Being and beings is constantly threatened. If we understand creation
in this manner we might say that the creating or letting-be of Being makes possi-
ble an infinitely fuller and richer Being than would be the case if Being remained
closed within itself. It also means, however, that Being exposes itself to the threat
of the multiplicity and fragmentary nature of creation, to the risk of beings failing
to realize the fullest possibilities of being.7 It is in this context that Christian faith
speaks of the letting-being of Being as the love of God. Love apart from vulnerability
makes little sense. Creation is good in the sense that it makes possible an infinitely
richer reality than would be possible had Being remained closed in itself. But it also
means that Being is not sheltered from exposure to risk in the way that a timeless
contemplator of absolute perfection would be. On this account God’s excess of benev-
olence may be said to overcome in God the kind of diminishment that may occur in
human experience, but in participating in human suffering God presumably is not
immutable.

Being and the experience of suffering

It should be clear by now that I am not convinced that we ought to sever all connec-
tions between philosophy and theology or ontology and ethics, as some continental
philosophers and theologians seem to argue. Although I cannot discuss the matter
here, I suspect that many of these efforts are rooted in what appears to be Heidegger’s
sharp distinction between faith and knowledge and theology and philosophy, a dis-
tinction that is likely rooted in the views of Karl Barth that he learned in his early days
at Marburg. I have selected Macquarrie’s discussion of the idea of creation in part
because he himself adopts a more contemplative, perhaps one might say dialogical,
approach to thinking of being that begins from self and other and is always subject
to revision. He takes seriously the alterity of the other, but separates neither the
theoretical from the practical nor being from the ideal. He is also able to retain the
possibility of communicating beyond the limits of the more immediate and concrete
symbols of religious traditions while avoiding some of the problems associated with
so-called onto-theology. To put this in another way, he helps open up the possibility of
taking account of recent discussions of an ethic of responsibility while focusing less on
the disruption of being and more on the reconsideration of being. Like Hans Jonas’
myth of the suffering, caring and limited God, Macquarrie’s discussion of creation
provides a religious context for helping us understand our human responsibility for
the suffering of others.8 Nevertheless, my intent is not to bind what I have tried to say
about suffering and transcendence to Macquarrie’s particular understanding of God.
I do want to suggest that his view of holy being or something similar to it is more
compatible with our experience of suffering than the God of so-called traditional
theism.

7 For Macquarrie’s discussion of creatio ex nihilo see Principles of Christian Theology, pp. 214-216.
For some interesting parallels with Jonas’ discussion of creatio ex nihilo, see Mortality and Morality,
pp. 140–143.
8 Hans Jonas offers an interesting alternative to Macquarrie’s philosophical theology and I suspect
that Macquarrie would say that he agrees in part with Jonas’ effort to overcome what Jonas takes to
be a dualism of self and physis in Heidegger as well as Jonas’ effort to provide an ontological ground
for an ethic of responsibility. Several chapters in Jonas, Mortality and Morality, including 4, 6 and 8
are relevant to this discussion.
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Having turned briefly aside from my main purpose, I want to return to what I said
earlier about the transcendent dimensions of human suffering. I suggested that in the
experience of senseless suffering we confront our finitude, our nullity, but that we may
also find a solidarity with others that points to an absolutely certain condemnation
of suffering and a calling forth of our love and compassion for others which at times
at least seems to transcend the dimensions of any morality of mere calculation. The
suffering of other beings seems to call us to put our own being at risk, so to speak,
to suffer with others, to become actively involved in relieving the suffering of others
where we can, and to change those conditions that bring about senseless suffering.
It is this experience that Levinas captures so well in his talk of responsibility and
the ethical. This does not mean, however, that we can ignore the ontological, for the
experience of the infinite other is not limited to the ethical. Religious apprehension
may both include and transcend the moral dimensions of experience and it appears
to be more diverse than moral experience.

Surely not all will recognize in their own experience what I have called the transcen-
dent dimensions of human experience, and some may recognize something like what
I have called the transcendent dimensions of experience without discerning anything
like holy being or divine reality. Perhaps, apart from what might be called a religious
attitude or religious interest, talk of transcendent reality can only be a mindless activ-
ity. Some persons, however, may find within the experience of suffering evidences
of or pointers to a wider range of reality which is understood to be in some sense
fulfilling of life and the ground of belief in the meaning and worth of existence.
Perhaps here we are speaking of something similar to what Karl Jaspers called philo-
sophical faith, “the fulfilling and moving element in the depths of man, in which man
is linked, above and beyond himself, with the origin of his being.”9 To the extent,
however, that there is evidence of a transcendent or wider range of reality, it does not
appear to be evidence of a wholly transcendent, all powerful and impassible entity,
but of one who in our suffering in the world calls us to the nullity of our being, to
share in the suffering of others, and to create new possibilities for good. A God who
encounters us in our suffering cannot be the absolute monarch removed from the
suffering of the world, but must participate in that suffering calling persons back so to
speak to the excess of benevolence that is experienced in the giving of creation, the
risk of creation.

If divine reality is understood in somewhat the way that has been described above,
religious believers need not divert their attention from the senseless suffering of the
world on the grounds that such suffering is somehow necessary to a greater good or
that it will be transformed or overcome in the future by a greater good. Rather, persons
are called not only to condemn such evil and suffer with those who suffer, but also to
assume responsibility for working for new possibilities for good. Human suffering on
this account is at one and the same time an experience of emptiness or nullity and
the giving or loving of Being, the on-going creative activity or providence of divine
reality. Perhaps one might say that the giving, the calling of beings to their fullest
being in relation to others is the essence of divine reality, that divine reality is in this
giving.10 In this giving of Being in reaction to the suffering of beings in the world,
the person of religious faith may find hope or perhaps even redemption of a kind.

9 Nihilism on Jaspers’ account is the opposite pole to philosophical faith and exists only in relation
to a possible, albeit denied faith.
10 Further discussion of this can be found in Long, (1992); Clarke and Long, (1984).
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But if one uses such words as redemption in this context it must be closer to what
Louis Dupré has in mind when he writes: “Rather than using the term ‘redemption’
to make suffering and evil vanish into an invisible realm of goodness, the Christian
philosopher ought to show what the ordinary faithful have always maintained, namely
that in his redemptive action God reacts to real suffering and real evil.” (Dupré, 1990
p. 412). To this one might add, and calls the faithful to react to real suffering and real
evil. To put this in another way, the capacity of divine reality to put itself at risk, to
absorb or transform suffering, to love, is closely linked to the call to human beings to
suffer with others, to love and to be freely involved in relieving suffering and changing
those conditions that bring about such suffering where they can. Religious faith in
this more particular sense is realized in that experience in which the various tran-
scendent dimensions of experience come together in a distinctive and more focused
discernment and commitment to sacred or holy reality.
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