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ABSTRACT
Without an encounter with Christ, man’s life is meaningless. Ever since the Fall of Man, there has been a distortion in the heart of man that his stifled his ability to pursue an authentic relationship with Christ. Man reaches for God in various ways, attempting to restore what has been lost due to sin. He is either led to repress his desires, to become addicted to them, or to direct them to their true end. It is only when these desires are directed to their ultimate fulfillment, Jesus Christ, that man will find true happiness. Pope Saint John Paul II writes about man’s connection to God before the Fall, which is known as Original Solitude. It is through this connection to God that man truly discovers who he is: a being made in the image and likeness of God. Unfortunately, in modernity, these great truths are not presented to youth in a way that is attractive to them. Many Catholic youth, who participate in religious education classes, are not taught how to live out an authentic relationship with Christ. Instead, they are presented with the what of the faith without the why. In order to properly equip disciples of Christ, then, both the what and the why of the Faith must be presented. If children are given the opportunity to first encounter Christ, they will be more adept to pursue a relationship with Him, which is the very basis of the practice of the Catholic Faith.  
Keywords: Original Solitude, human longing for God, Jesus Christ, religious education, Theology of the Body

INTRODUCTION 
Inherent in every man is the desire to be loved, to be fully known and seen.ENDNOTES

 When I refer to “man”, I do not mean the term to refer to a male person but to human beings in general (not male or female). As Blaise Pascal once said, there is a God-shaped hole in the heart of man that longs to be satisfied by the eternal love that only the Divine can fulfill. Nick Nowalk, “Pascal’s God-Shaped Hole,” The Harvard Ichthus, 2011, http://www.harvardichthus.org/2011/05/pascal_hole/.  Unfortunately, because of Original Sin and the Fall of Man, man’s desire for the truth, beauty, and goodness of God has become distorted. Since the Fall, man has looked to satisfy his infinite longings with finite pleasures. He turns to worldly pleasures, to social status, and more often than not, these failed attempts to fill this longing have led to sinful actions. Behind every sinful action is the attempt to fulfill our infinite longing for the Divine. The only source of true happiness that can completely satisfy man’s aching heart is to be in complete communion with his Creator, the One who made this heart. Everything else man turns to will only provide temporary satisfaction. 
Saint Augustine of Hippo has said: “…You have made us for yourself, and our hearts are restless until they rest in you”. Kevin Knight, “The Confessions (Book I),” New Advent, 2017, http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/110101.htm.  Human happiness—true human happiness—only finds its completion in Christ, the fulfiller of all human longing and desire. He is the meaning of our existence, and, yet, man is blind to where his true destiny lies. Pope Benedict XVI has described this ache for the Divine as “…a signature imprinted with fire in his soul and body by the creator himself...The heart’s thirst and the body’s longing...cannot be eliminated; thus, man unknowingly stretches out in search of the infinite, but in misguided directions…”. Benedict XVI, Message of His Holiness Pope Benedict XVI for the 33rd Meeting for the Friendship among People, papal message, Vatican webiste, August 10, 2012, http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/messages/pont-messages/2012/documents/hf_ben-xvi_mes_20120810_meeting-rimini.html. Pope Benedict recognizes how much we fill ourselves up with false hope and become addicted to our sins. We search for eternal satisfaction in earthly pleasures (such as addictions, distorted sexual pleasures, etc.) that are material and never truly bring satisfaction. We turn to these idols, thinking they will lead us to happiness, when the true source of our eternal happiness is found in God alone. 
The Original Experiences of Man
In the Garden of Eden before the Fall, Adam, the first man, experienced complete communion with God. This phenomenon is known as the Original Experience of Man according to Pope John Paul II. In his book, Man and Woman He Created Them: A Theology of the Body, John Paul II lists the three aspects of this original experience: Original Solitude, Original Unity, and Original Nakedness. John Paul II, Man and Woman He Created Them: A Theology of the Body (Boston: Pauline Books & Media, 2006), 146. Original Solitude refers to the state of man before the creation of the first woman, Eve. Adam, alone in the Garden with the animals, realizes who he is in relation to God. Original Unity took place once Eve enters the scene. It is through her presence that man knows himself not just as man (that is, as a body) but as male and female. And it is through the experience of Original Nakedness that male and female come to realize the truth of their bodies. Although they were both naked, they did not experience shame at each other’s bodies. All three original experiences, then, present to us a deep anthropological understanding of who man is. 
The focus in this paper will be on the first aspect of the Original Experience of man: Original Solitude. Referring to man discovering himself and his relationship to God through his experience of being alone, he distinguishes himself from the rest of the created order. After the Fall, however, this complete union with God was damaged, and sin entered the world. It now became difficult for human beings to have a direct relationship with God as Adam and Eve experienced in the Garden. It was not until Christ came as man, an act that has been the plan of God since the fall of man, that this relationship was once again restored between God and man. Christ, then, is the peg that fits this God-shaped hole in the heart of man. He is the answer to the human heart’s longing to be loved and deeply known. And this primal, transcendent longing that has been present in every human being since the beginning of time knocks on the door of every human being’s heart. Man still deeply longs to be in complete communion with His Creator. 
Religious Education
In modernity, there seems to be a lack of understanding regarding man’s primal longing for His Creator. And those who practice the Catholic Faith are certainly not immune to this mentality. Unfortunately, this attitude of dependency from God has carried over into those who practice the Catholic faith. Catholics are left wondering how to live out the message of their Original Solitude. For children being raised in the Church especially, it may be difficult for them to recognize their deep longing for God when they are being constantly bombarded with a materialistic mindset from the media. 
But how are we to provide these children with a proper understanding of human anthropology, their connection to their Creator, and how they are to live out these great truths in their everyday lives? One way the Church attempts to provide these truths is through religious education programs. Because these programs are the prime way in which children are educated in the Faith, it is necessary to examine the effectiveness of these programs. It must be considered if the Church is adequately providing children with the proper means to practice their faith and live out the message of Original Solitude found in Christ. 
Overall, this paper will explore, in light of Pope John Paul II’s Theology of the Body, a collection of papal letters, how Christ’s coming as man and His redemption are understood as the supreme revelation of man’s Original Solitude and how this transcendent longing is still present in the heart of man today. It will also explore how this transcendent longing is lived out in the Catholic Church today, especially among youth. By examining religious education programs, this paper will look at the effectiveness of these programs in the cultivation of the Catholic Faith among children. 

I. THEOLOGY OF THE BODY AND ORIGINAL SOLITUDE
A brief description of what John Paul II’s Theology of the Body is will be presented. A collection of letters written by Pope John Paul II and delivered at his Wednesday Audiences in Rome during the late 1970’s and early 1980’s, Theology of the Body is “an extended commentary on this fundamental truth: Christ fully reveals man to himself through the revelation—in his body—of the mystery of divine love”. Ibid., xxviii. Upon hearing the phrase, Theology of the Body, some may assume that it is a list of the Church’s teachings on chastity. While Theology of the Body does include teachings on this topic, that aspect is only a small portion of what it truly is. Essentially, Theology of the Body is a response to the ideas that our modern world has enforced upon us due to the Enlightenment. It is a revealing of how our bodies do not restrict our ability to follow God, but, rather, are absolutely necessary for Christianity. Christopher West, a Catholic author, in his preface to John Paul II’s Man and Women He Created Them, writes that Theology of the Body “…illumines the entirety of God’s plan for human life from origin to eschaton with a splendid supernatural light”. Ibid., xxviii. Theology of the Body, then, is not based on the false presumption that the Church restricts our freedom to do what we want. Rather, it reveals that, without Christ and His Church, our freedom cannot flourish, and we cannot live, through our bodies, the authentic message of Christ’s death and resurrection. 
The Original Experiences of Man
So, what does the term Original Solitude refer to, and why is it so important for our understanding of man’s transcendent longing for God? Despite the connotations of the word solitude, in this context, it does not refer to a “….calm, silent retreat at a monastery on a hill” but “…the internal, spiritual identity of the human person”. J. Brian Bransfield, The Human Person: According to John Paul II (Boston: Pauline Books and Media, 2010), 86. And the term original does not refer to something that comes first but something that is not artificial. That is, it refers to something that every human being experiences no matter what state of life they are in. Ibid., 83. 
 Essentially, Original Solitude refers to “…how man is ‘alone’ through his own humanity”. Ibid., 89. Before the creation of Eve and the Fall, man was alone in the Garden of Eden with the rest of the created order. By himself in the Garden of Eden, Adam must find himself apart from the animals. By naming each of the animals, Adam “reveals himself to himself” and establishes his personhood apart from the created order, which is unique only to him at this point in Creation. John Paul II, Man and Woman He Created, 150. He realizes that he is set apart from the rest of the created order, and he was given the ability to and task of naming all the animals. Through this process of naming the animals, he answers deep theological questions about himself, such as “Who am I?” and “What is the meaning of it all?”. Sara Hulse, Theology 364: Evangelization and the Family (class lecture, DeSales University, Center Valley, PA, 2018). He also realizes that he is the only being on earth capable of tilling the ground, a realization that leads to his awareness of solitude. 
While this experience could have caused Adam to conclude that he is similar to the animals, he, instead, is convicted of the truth that he “is a body among bodies”. John Paul II, Man and Woman He Created, 152. That is, he realizes his uniqueness in creation in that he, unlike the rest of creation, has the capacity to image God in is humanity. Unlike the animals, man is not simply exterior, but he is an exterior expression of something interior. J. Brian Bransfield, The Human Person, 88. He is not just a body, but his body and his soul make up the entirety of his essence. 
It was necessary for man to experience solitude in this way because this very experience involves man in his totality, that is, in his psychosomatic union of body and soul. The psychosomatic union of body and soul refers to the fact that human beings are not simply bodies or simply souls. Rather, they are a perfect unity of body and soul. And both body and soul  are so united that, after the Resurrection of the body, body and soul will be reunited for eternity. Through Original Solitude, then, man comes becomes aware of the meaning of his body in relation to both God and the created order. John Paul II writes that “…the created man finds himself from the first moment of his existence before God in search of his own being, as it were; one could say, in search of his own ‘identity’”. John Paul II, Man and Woman He Created Them, 149. Through the experience of this profound human condition, Adam comes to understand who he is, his identity. Not only does he realize that he is a human being made in the image and likeness of God, but he also comes to understand his existence as completely dependent on God. This realization of Adam coming to know both himself and God more deeply represents humanity’s first link with God. He realizes a great truth about human beings: that their existence is completely contingent on their Creator. 
To say that the first man was alone before God is to say that, by the very fact that man is man, he is, in conjunction with his own humanity, “…a unique, exclusive, and [in an] unrepeatable relationship with God himself”. Ibid., 151. But God, seeing man alone among the animals, decides to make him a partner. That is, God creates Eve, the first woman. “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suited to him”, God said. Genesis 2:18 (New American Bible). And these words begin the journey of discovering the meaning of Original Solitude. 
Before Eve was created, Adam was known simply as man and not as his biological sex, male. In Hebrew, the name Adam is a generic word used to describe human. Sara Hulse, Theology 364: Evangelization and the Family. Before the creation of Eve, then, Adam is not known, relative to woman, as male. Rather, he is simply known, in his personhood, as man. It is not until Eve is created that he is known as male and that she is known as female. Therefore, the experience of Original Solitude speaks of both man’s humanity and man’s relationship to each other as both male and female. John Paul II, Man and Woman He Created Them, 147. While Original Solitude focuses on man as man, Original Unity, the second original experience, focuses on man as male and female. Man’s realization of his personhood is a more profound and deeper realization than his awareness of maleness and femaleness. In Theology of the Body, John Paul II writes that “…the fact that man is a ‘body’ belongs more deeply to the structure of the personal subject than the fact that in his somatic constitution he is also male or female. John Paul II, Man and Woman He Created Them, 157.” 
The focus of this paper, however, will be the anthropology of man finding himself as man, as a human being created in the image and likeness of God. This issue is both chronologically and existentially prior to the concept of man finding himself in relation to the sexes. However, this does not disregard the fact that, once God creates Eve and presents her to Adam, Adam experiences an even more profound realization of his personhood. “This one, at last, is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh…”, he proclaims. Genesis 2:23. Adam, through Eve, realizes, on an even deeper ontological level than before, his unique capacity to image God. And this uniqueness, he realizes, is dependent upon his capacity to first be in communion with another human being, who also possess this great capacity to image the Creator. Furthermore, he realizes that this uniqueness is also precisely what gives him the capacity to image God. Together, Adam and Eve both experience Original Solitude in relation to each other.  
The Fall of Adam and Eve 
However, the first man’s story does not end with his experience of solitude and the creation of Eve. Before the creation of Eve, according to the book of Genesis, God gave Adam the commandment to not eat the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, which is the only tree in the Garden of Eden from which they were not allowed to eat. The consequence for eating from this tree, God said, was that man would die: “The LORD God gave the man this order: You are free to eat from any of the trees of the garden except the tree of knowledge of good and evil. From that tree you shall not eat; when you eat from it you shall die”. Genesis 2:16-17. With the words, “you shall die”, man became aware of an even deeper anthropological reality: his free will. Man was now aware of his ability to choose between good and evil. He had to learn on a deep level the meaning of these words, which, as John Paul II writes, became a “radical antithesis of all that man has been endowed with”. John Paul II, Man and Woman He Created Them, 154. In other words, man realizes the meaning of death. He realizes that death brings about a nonexistence of life. And this life, he realizes, is completely dependent on his Creator. While his life, indeed, is dependent on God, with these words, man’s death now becomes completely dependent on himself. He was now aware of his ability to choose whether he wanted to live or die. The awareness of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil also brought about an even deeper meaning of his own solitude. He realizes even more how unique he is from the animals. He comes to the awareness of his free will, which, he realizes, none of the animals possess. 
Unfortunately, man does not allow this deep awareness of his reality to have an effect on his actions. After Satan successfully tempts Eve to eat of the fruit, she, in turn, gives the fruit to Adam, who also eats of it.
 The woman saw that the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eyes, and the tree was desirable for gaining wisdom. So she took some of its fruit and ate it; and she also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it. Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they knew that they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made loincloths for themselves. Genesis 3:6-7.   

Thus, both Adam and Eve deliberately disobey God’s only commandment to not eat of this fruit. Consequently, they were banished from the Garden of Eden and were destined to live the rest of their lives suffering the consequences of their actions. Because of their sin, every human being that came after them now had to live with the consequences of their sin. Man’s heart had become distorted by sin and his relationship with God became frayed. Finding God had now become a difficult task for man.
Connection between Faith and Reason 
Because of this breach of human sin, man is also less able to perceive the world authentically. Reason is the ability to enter into the structure of the world and perceive it truly and not simply graspingly. With sin, however, man’s ability to reason is lessened. It became difficult for man to fully enter into his ability to reason, and therefore, have faith. In fact, reason depends inherently on faith, which is based on a trusting relationship with the Creator. He gives this relationship to us through His Son, Jesus Christ. And the ability to have faith is unique only to man. The way that man expresses this ability is seen most clearly in his experience with Original Solitude. In Original Solitude, man expresses his uniqueness in creation. This uniqueness is expresses not only in his relationship with God but in his relationship with Eve. However, once shame enters into the picture because of their sin, man’s ability to perceive rationally through faith is tarnished. He now cannot perfectly reason and have faith. 
II. THE HUMAN “ACHE” FOR GOD
Inevitably, Adam and Eve’s sin had consequences for the whole human race. Man’s desires have now become distorted, his pursuit to find happiness has become stifled, and his ability to find God has been weakened. Man now searches for the Divine in places that He is not present. Before exploring how man’s ability to find God is strengthened through the redemption of Christ, an examination of how these desires are fulfilled will first be presented. In doing so, it will be discovered that man’s desire for the Infinite is present in the world, even though it is broken. Nonetheless, this desire for God is present, but it will manifest itself in several, often distorted, ways. Essentially, humans seem to deal with their ache for God in one of three ways. Sara Hulse, Theology 364: Evangelization and the Family. Either they either ignore and repress their desires, indulge in and become addicted to them, or, recognizing the world as a gift from the Creator, they re-direct their desires to God, who is the true end of their desires. This final path is known as mysticism.  
Repression
The first way that people express their longing for the Divine is through repressing their desires in a stoic-like manner. In this mentality, the person considers all desires to be immoral, and any expression of passion or longing is to be ignored. This phenomenon can be compared to a child in a pool, forcing a beach ball to stay under water. Sara Hulse, Theology 364: Evangelization and the Family. The more this child tries to force the ball under the water, the more forceful the ball will be when it comes to the surface. In the same way, the more people try to repress their desires, the stronger their desires will become. 
Typically, it seems that these desires are expressed in backwards ways as well. Take a child who is trying extremely hard not to eat a piece of chocolate that his mom forbade him to eat. The more he tries to not think about this piece of chocolate, the stronger his desire for the chocolate will become. It becomes difficult to repress one’s desires for that amount of time. This boy, after trying so hard to avoid the candy, may, inadvertently, resort to eating it. The problem with this mentality is that desire, in and of itself, is not meant to be repressed. In fact, desire, in and of itself, is a good thing. The more one represses their desires, however, the more these desires will be expressed in distorted and often sinful ways.
Addiction 
The second way that people express their longing for God is through addiction to their desires. People become heavily addicted to their desires, and these addictions manifest themselves in excessive use of drugs, alcohol, sexual pleasures, technology, etc. While desires are what drives human beings to do what they love, they also cannot rest until their desires are fulfilled. Unfortunately, the more they feed these addictions, the more dependent on these “quick fixes” they become. From a theological perspective, however, addicts express their desire for the  Infinite in a finite way. Essentially, they convert something that is, in most cases, meant to lead to God and turn it into an idol. For example, someone could twist their desire for food and become a glutton. 
While food is, in and of itself, a good, it can also lead us away from God when excessively indulged. When humans become addicts to their desires, they view creation not as a gift from God but as an object to be used. Addiction, then, is participating in the false belief that earthly pleasure will bring about our ultimate fulfillment. In reality, though, our true fulfillment comes from the One who created these great gifts, God himself. While the addict is in touch with his desires, he wrongly directs to them to a false end. Thus, they are not directed to their final and true end, the Divine. 
Mysticism and Sainthood
The third way longings for the infinite are expressed is through mysticism and sainthood. This expression involves not a repression of one’s desires, nor an addiction to them. In this expression, a perfect balance between the two is reached. Sara Hulse, Theology 364: Evangelization and the Family. One neither ignores nor is addicted to their desires but is completely synchronous with them. Rather than viewing their desires as ends in and of themselves, they view their desires as means to reach their final end, God. They realize their desires are God-given, leading them on the path to holiness. When desires are expressed properly, man reaches his ultimate fulfillment in life, to be in complete union with his Creator. Through this experience, desires reach their final and true end. 
 Desires should be viewed as a means of reaching for the Infinite through the finite. Take the enjoyment of beer, for example. St. Brigit of Kildare once said that “I would like a great lake of beer of the King of Kings”. Woodeene Koenig-Bricker, Prayers of the Saints: An Inspired Collection of Holy Wisom (San Francisco: Haper, 1996), 77. This Saint saw how the goodness of beer is to be enjoyed not for its own sake but to lead us closer to God. Through one’s enjoyment of beer, they become aware of God’s goodness. When one enjoys a good beer, one sees God’s handiwork that he has blessed his creation with such a marvelous drink. Beer, then, like many other gifts in creation, is an icon that is meant to lead us closer to God when enjoyed in moderation. 
So rather than directing their infinite desires to finite things, the mystic, instead, directs their infinite desires to the infinite. Sara Hulse, Theology 364: Evangelization and the Family. That is, their intellects, desire, and wills are in-sync with their personhood. They know the inherent truth about the human person. They know that they were made in the image and likeness of God and that they will never find complete happiness apart from a relationship with their Creator. They see creation not as an object but as a participation in the truth, beauty, and goodness of God. 
III. CHRIST COMING AS MAN
These three means of reaching for God reveals an essential fact: sin is not natural for us as humans. From the beginning, man was created with a fundamental orientation to his final, transcendent end. And this final end is God. It is only when man directs his desire to their true end (that is, to God) that these desires will manifest themselves properly. But it is only through one person, namely, Jesus Christ, by which human desire can be properly manifested. He is, indeed, the mediator between us and the Father. In St. Paul’s first letter to Timothy, he writes that “For there is one God. There is also one mediator between God and the human race, Christ Jesus, himself human”. 1 Timothy 2:5. It was necessary that Christ come in the flesh because, as the redeemer of mankind, He came to redeem the human race by becoming a part of the human race. He came to redeem man, thus fulfilling his infinite longing to be in complete communion with Him. This next section, then, will focus on Christ as the fulfillment of all human desire through his life, death, and resurrection.   
The Importance of Christ Coming in the Flesh
As human beings are both body and soul, it was necessary for Christ himself, fully human yet fully divine, to come to earth incarnate as body and soul. If He were to come to us simply spiritually, we would not experience a complete encounter with the incarnate Christ. Since humans are material beings in that the spiritual is expressed in and through the material, it is necessary that God reveals himself through the material. The Sacraments are a prime example of this great truth. In the Sacrament of the Holy Eucharist, the very Body, Blood, Soul and Divinity of Christ is expressed through material objects. They are presented to us under the appearance of bread and wine. “Baltimore Catechism #3: Lesson 22 - On the Holy Eucharist,” Baltimore Catechism #3, St.Gemma.com Web Productions, 2005, http://www.baltimore-catechism.com/lesson22.htm. 
In the same way, Christ coming as man reveals the completion of God’s revelation to humanity. He reveals His love to humanity through the person of Jesus Christ, the mediator between God and man. 1 Timothy 2:5. And Christ accomplishes this task by taking on every single aspect of humanity except sin. 2 Corinthians 5:21. The mystery of the Incarnation of Christ, then, clearly manifests itself in and through the body. In Theology of the Body, John Paul II states that “The body, in fact, and only the body, is capable of making visible what is invisible: the spiritual and the divine. It has been created to transfer into the visible reality of the world the mystery hidden from eternity in God, and thus to be a sign of it”. John Paul II, Man and Woman He Created Them, 202. It is only in and through the body that the human person is able to encounter the Divine.
The Story of Redemption
The reflection on Christ coming as man returns the paper now to the Fall of Man. When Adam and Eve committed their Original Sin, they allowed their pride to get the best of them. From a theological perspective, their act of eating the fruit was not, at its core, an act of disobedience. Rather, the root of their sin was their pride, believing that they knew better than God in this situation. Essentially, then, this act was a rejection of God’s Fatherhood. Rodney Howsare, Theology 350: The Church and the Sacraments (class lecture, DeSales University, Center Valley, PA, 2016).
The essence of fatherhood must first be examined. In relation to a father, a child is completely dependent on his father for everything. Essentially, everything the child is given is completely given from the father. In the same way, humanity is completely and utterly dependent on God the Father. Rodney Howsare, Theology 350: The Church and the Sacraments. Without Him, humanity would not exist. Adam and Eve, by eating from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, then, disobey God. Essentially, they reject Him as their Father. This action communicates to God that they will no longer consider themselves dependent on Him for their lives. They completely reject God as their Father and fail to see the world as God’s gift from Him. Thus, they break the first of many covenants that God had established with His children. 
However, God the Father, in seeing man’s fallen state, sent His Son, Jesus Christ, to reconcile the human race with Himself. Pope John Paul II, in Redemptor Hominis, an encyclical letter, writes that Jesus Christ, by dying on the Cross 
…satisfied the Father's eternal love, that fatherhood that from the beginning found expression in creating the world, giving man all the riches of creation, and making him ‘little less than God’, in that he was created ‘in the image and after the likeness of God’. He and He alone also satisfied that fatherhood of God and that love which man in a way rejected by breaking the first Covenant…. John Paul II, Redemptor homins, encyclical letter, Vatican website, March, 1979, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_04031979_redemptor-hominis.html.,sec 10.

Through this redemptive act on the cross, then, Christ manifests the Fatherhood of God to humanity. Because of his great love for humanity, He desired to bring us back not just to the state of Original Experiences but to an even greater and higher state. That is, He offers humanity redemption and the opportunity to be united with him in Heaven for eternity. 
John Paul II goes on to describe this redemptive act in great detail:  
Therefore "for our sake (God) made him (the Son) to be sin who knew no sin". If he "made to be sin" him who was without any sin whatever, it was to reveal the love that is always greater than the whole of creation, the love that is he himself, since "God is love". Above all, love is greater than sin, than weakness, than the "futility of creation”, it is stronger than death; it is a love always ready to raise up and forgive, always ready to go to meet the prodigal son, always looking for "the revealing of the sons of God", who are called to the glory that is to be revealed". This revelation of love is also described as mercy; and in man's history this revelation of love and mercy has taken a form and a name: that of Jesus Christ.

This passage from John Paul II reveals the great love and mercy that God has for humanity in sending His only Son to redeem. He did this great act not out of obligation but out of His sheer love for humanity. And this act reveals the strength and power found in love. Although man has fallen short, God’s love for us overlooks this sin and sets us free in Jesus Christ. Love, then, overcomes death and heals humanity from brokenness and sin. He looks on His Creation with mercy and forgives us of our sins through Jesus Christ. 
John Paul II goes on to write about the essentiality of love for man. “Man cannot live without love”, he writes. Ibid. Without an encounter with love, man will “remain a being that is incomprehensible for himself”. Ibid. His life has no meaning for him. Man, in order to find himself, then, must fully and completely participate in this love. Specifically, he must participate in love made man in Jesus Christ. It is only through the mystery of redemption of Christ that man can be brought to full participation in love. Since God is love himself, anyone who participates in God participates in love. Therefore, Christ, love in the flesh, is the key in which man is brought to knowledge of his dignity, which is so inherent in his humanity. 
The Pope writes that “In the mystery of the Redemption man becomes newly ‘expressed’ and, in a way, is newly created”. Ibid. Man, then, in order to be fully himself, must participate in this love that is found only in Christ. And man does this by living fully in the love of God. That is, he must cooperate with God’s will for his life, participate in the life of the Church, and bring the light of Christ to all those he encounters. John Paul II goes on to write that: 
The man who wishes to understand himself thoroughly-and not just in accordance with immediate, partial, often superficial, and even illusory standards and measures of his being-he must with his unrest, uncertainty and even his weakness and sinfulness, with his life and death, draw near to Christ. He must, so to speak, enter into him with all his own self, he must "appropriate" and assimilate the whole of the reality of the Incarnation and Redemption in order to find himself. If this profound process takes place within him, he then bears fruit not only of adoration of God but also of deep wonder at himself. How precious must man be in the eyes of the Creator, if he "gained so great a Redeemer", and if God "gave his only Son "in order that man "should not perish but have eternal life". 

Christ, then, is the answer to our deepest longing. It is only though full participation with His love that man can come to know himself and that man can come to know God. And this full participation requires that man turn away from sin and live a life of grace. It involves following His Will in all things. When we live in Him, we turn away from our sinful ways and find strength in Him.
Furthermore, man does not bring about a return to Original Solitude. Rather, it brings about an even deeper awareness of our connection to the Divine in the heart of man. It gives full meaning to the life of man. Without the death and resurrection of Christ, man’s life would be empty and meaningless, void of the true joy of the Gospel. He would essentially remain forever in the state that Adam and Eve left it after the Fall, considerably damaged due to their sin. It is the mission of the Church, then, to bring about this profound realization of Christ’s redemption and man with the ability to live this truth in the world. Ibid.  
The Issue at Stake
There is an issue concerning humanity’s state prior to the Incarnation that must be addressed. While it could seem that the state of humanity was incomplete prior to the Incarnation, this assumption is not the case. As we see in the book of Genesis, after God creates the world and everything in it, he proclaims that it is “…very good”. Genesis 1:31. After the Fall, this goodness of the world was not destroyed. However, humanity was certainly longing for a solution to the crisis of sin. We see this hope in the Israelite’s longing for a Messiah to come and redeem them. Saint Paul the Apostle states that “[F]aith is the realization of what is hoped for and evidence of things not seen”. Hebrews 11:1 Clearly, the people of Israel were hoping for the coming of the Messiah. 
From this perspective, Christ’s coming as man can seem to be viewed as either a static reality in which Christ comes unexpectedly or a as something that has been expected since the Fall. The latter view has the tendency to reduce Christ to a logical necessity, so that there is nothing radical about His coming at all. However, this belief is incorrect. While Christ’s coming was hoped for, it should certainly not be reduced to a logical necessity. The authentic understanding of the Incarnation, however, states that Christ’s coming is neither of these views. The Incarnation should not be viewed as either a surprising reality or as a logical necessity. Rather, it should be viewed in light of the fact that while His coming was indeed hoped for, it is also the most radical occurrence in the history of humanity. 
Christ as the New Adam
Christ, then, did not negate Adam by coming as a man. Rather, he completely fulfilled and confirmed him. John Paul II, Man and Woman He Created Them, 407. That is, the Incarnation of Christ did not cancel out man but brought him to perfection. From the beginning of man’s creation, it has been in the mind of God to bring about this complete fulfillment of “what corresponds to the psychosomatic constitution” of man’s original destiny. Ibid., 407. Prior to the Incarnation, then, human beings were in a state that pointed to the coming of Christ.   
John Paul II writes that all of humanity, as sons and daughters of the first Adam, has a “…particular potentiality…” to participate in all that Christ, the second Adam, became. Ibid., 407. Thereby, we become sons and daughters of the second Adam, Christ. This becoming refers to the resurrection of Christ and the opportunity all of humanity has to be resurrected themselves. 
At the same time, though, John Paul II writes that this humanity can easily fall into sin and not live up to its fullest potential to become “‘glorious’ in the image of the risen Christ”. Ibid., 407. However, he goes onto write that, while man has this tendency to sin, he also has a great capacity to replicate, in his psychosomatic union, the “image of…Christ”. Ibid., 407. This phenomenon is known as the Pauline anthropology of the resurrection. It means that man, imaging Adam, is called, at the same time, to image the New Adam, Christ. By resurrecting from the dead, Christ confirmed this calling to humanity to image Him as not only an “eschatological reality” (that is, a reality we will experience in heaven), but it is also a calling that is real and present in this earthly world. Ibid., 408. 
John Paul II uses the phrase “restitutio in integrum” to refer to how the Resurrection brings about both a “…reintegration and…the attainment of the fullness of humanity…”. Ibid., 410. This phenomenon does not refer to the returning to the original state of man but it introduces a “new fullness” in the context of the Fall and brought to completion in Christ’s resurrection. Ibid., 410. 
Mary as the New Eve
Mary plays a key and vital role in the redemption of man. It was only through her Yes to be the Mother of God (her Fiat) that redemption was made possible for humanity. John Paul II writes that “Mary’s consent at the Annunciation and her motherhood stand at the very beginning of the mystery of life which Christ came to bestow on humanity.” John Paul II, Evangelium vitae, encyclical letter, Vatican website, March 25, 1995, http://www.vatican.va/edocs/ENG0141/_INDEX.HTM, conclusion.  In this way, Mary becomes the New Eve. That is, by Eve’s No to recognize God as her Father and His gift of Creation to her, sin entered the world and man’s desires for God became distorted. However, with Mary’s Yes, humanity was redeemed from the Fall, and we now have the ability to re-enter into communion with God. Rather than tearing humanity apart from the accessibility to eternal life, then, Mary’s cooperation with God’s Will has allowed the wounds to be mended between God and man. 
While the plan of Redemption incorporates everyone in existence, it holds a special place for Mary, the Virgin from Nazareth. Without her, Redemption would not have been made possible. When the Archangel Gabriel appeared to Mary and declared that she would be the Mother of God, he greeted her with the phrase: “Full of Grace”. Luke 1:28. This greeting signifies Mary’s status among the human race. It reveals that she stands out as an active participant in God’s plan of redemption, and that He has had this plan since before the beginning of time. “God’s salvific giving of himself and his life, in some way to all creation but directly to man, reaches one of its high points in the mystery of the Incarnation”, John Paul II writes in Redemptoris Mater. John Paul II, Redemptoris Mater, encclical letter, Vatican website, March 25, 1987, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25031987_redemptoris-mater.html 
The Annunciation, then, reveals the sublime mystery of the Incarnation: the complete self-gift of God to his children. And for this reason, Mary is considered “full of Grace”: it is through her cooperation that the redemption of man has come about. Through this gift of grace that God has bestowed on her, she has “…far surpassed all other creatures, both in heaven and on earth”. Ibid. Mary, then, receives grace, but she receives it differently and more uniquely than the rest of the created order. By preserving her from Original Sin, God grants Mary salvation in Christ. But He does this in a more profound and perfect way than He has granted it to the rest of humanity. 
At the foot of Christ’s cross especially, Mary is the prime example of complete abandonment to the Father. This is the climax of her obedience to the Father. For to watch one’s very own son die such a cruel death is one of the greatest sufferings that exists. John Paul II writes: “how completely she ‘abandons herself to God’ without reserve, offering the full assent of the intellect and the will to him whose ‘ways are inscrutable’”. Ibid, sec. 2. This very action of Mary is what makes her the New Eve. While Eve refused to completely abandon herself to the will of God, Mary did it with her whole being when she witnessed the crucifixion of her son. Mary, then, is the proto-type of receptivity. She points the way for us to receive God’s will wholeheartedly and to make His Will incarnate in the world, as she has brought about Christ’s incarnation in the world. She teaches us how we should make Christ present in the world through our own compliance with the Will of God. 
Mary, then, is the representative of Christ to humanity. In her, we come to understand what it means for man to be in full relation with God. Her yes sets an example to all Christians. By man’s own yes, he comes to know Christ and His Will for his lives. By conceiving Christ in her womb, Mary also set an example for Christians to receive Christ in their own spiritual wombs. Redemptoris Mater states that Mary “… conceived this Son in her mind before she conceived him in her womb: precisely in faith!”. Ibid. We, in turn, are called to do the same in how we live out our callings to live for Christ in the world. We are called to live out our own vocations to love, and, as Mary did, we are called to do this by completely giving of ourselves to Christ. This self-gift is precisely what Mary did, and we are called to do the same for humanity. This connection between Mary and humanity, then, reveals to us the true meaning of Original Solitude. In it, we find that discovering our personhood in light of Christ is the key for man to discover his own relationship with God through his self-gift. 
IV. Religious Education in the Catholic Church
It is not until a profound encounter with Christ that man fully realizes his connection to his Creator. And this connection was realized so deeply in Adam’s experience with Original Solitude. The true meaning of Original Solitude speaks of the need for a profound encounter with Jesus Christ. Man cannot discover who he is, if he does not first tap into his primal and transcendent longing for God. How does he tap into it? He must first know God. It is not about simply knowing about God, but it is by knowing God. That is, man must know Him on a personal level. Apart from man’s relationship with God, then, he is incomprehensible. 
A Metaphysical Problem
Turning now to a metaphysical problem that is affecting this encounter with Christ, this change in topics may seem to juxtapose the prior ones. However, once it becomes clearer what this problem is, the connection between the two topics will make more sense to the reader.
There seems to be a metaphysical problem with our culture, and this problem seems to be mostly affecting the younger generation. Seemingly, our culture seems to have little gratitude for what they have been given by the Father. Instead, it is rooted in an attitude of self-sufficiency. And this attitude has led to the belief that what is owned is not simply given but deserved. This phenomenon has led to a consumeristic culture. Everyone desires more and more, trying to satisfy their hunger for the infinite with finite things. 
The inherent problem that these children are faced with goes back to our discussion of experiencing the world as a gift. Without the mentality that everything we have been given comes from God, children either turn to technology to satisfy their ache for the Divine, or they will turn to despair. The latter seems to be especially prevalent in children who experience bullying from their peers. With both of these perspectives, children seem to be influenced by a nihilistic mindset, believing that life itself has no meaning or worth. And this mindset can lead to technological supremacy. Thus, the culture has influenced the youth to believe that creation itself is not a gift but simply something that can be used for one’s own benefit.
Lack of Attendance in the Church 
Unfortunately, this metaphysical phenomenon has carried over into the Catholic Church. Because many church-goers are influenced by this mentality, the idea that life has no meaning has affected them on a spiritual level. And this unfortunate reality has led to less Catholics pursing their faith. In fact, fewer and fewer Catholics attend weekly Masses, and many families are not making faith a priority. The Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate reported in 2017 that weekly Mass attendance has dropped 25% since 1970. “Frequently Requested Church Statistic,” Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate, Georgetown University, 2017, https://cara.georgetown.edu/frequently-requested-church-statistics. This significant drop in attendance reveals that the fewer Catholics are actively practicing their faith. 
Influenced by our consumerist culture, most children of these families who participate in religious education classes are not coming from a strong background of faith. And attending religious education classes once a week does not seem to have much influence on the way they are living their lives. With this mindset, Christ, then, has no meaning for them in their lives. Children in these programs may begin to believe that Christ plays no part in their lives other than their time in the classroom once a week. For these children, Christ is not seen as someone they can have a one-on-one relationship with but, rather, simply another subject in school. When religion is treated as a list of things to memorize rather than a profound encounter with a person, it becomes meaningless and worthless.
What is the purpose of religious education classes in the Catholic Church? Its purpose is to educate Catholic individuals on the teachings of the Church and to how to practice the Faith well. Essentially, it serves as a means to equip individuals with knowledge of their religion, so that they are more able to practice what they believe. More importantly, however, religious education seeks to follow Christ’s command to preach the Gospel to all of the nations. In Catechesi Tradendae, an apostolic exhortation by Pope John Paul II, he states that the purpose of religious education is “to make disciples, to help people to believe that Jesus is the Son of God, so that believing they might have life in His name, and to educate and instruct them in this life and thus build up the Body of Christ”. John Paul II, Catechesi Tradendae, apostolic exhortation, Vatican website, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_16101979_catechesi-tradendae.html,sec. 1. Thus, the goal of religious education is to equip disciples of Jesus Christ. 
Inevitably, it seems that Catholic religious education programs are not living up to this initial call of Christ. A majority of children who participate in these programs do decide to discontinue their participation in the program after they receive all of their Sacraments. Further, there is a majority of students who attend programming but do not participate in the life of the Church outside of the classroom. That is, they are not attending weekly Mass, participating in the Sacraments, or involving themselves with other parish ministry groups. 
Encounter with Christ 
As it is has been stated previously, the gift that God offered to humanity did not end with Creation. Christ himself is the ultimate gift of God to His children. In Him, we become sharers in the “eternal mystery” of Christ. John Paul II, Man and Woman He Created Them, 493 John Paul II writes: “…not only the fruits of redemption are a gift, but above all Christ himself is a gift: he gives himself to the Church as his Bride”. Ibid., 493.  And it is through faith that we can become active partakers of this gift. Once we have accepted this great gift, though, how do we live it out? It is not until a profound encounter with Christ that we can fully live out our call to holiness. Until we experience the love of Christ in a deep and transformational way, we will have the desire to respond to that love by the way in which we live our lives. 
Essentially, then, there seems to be a lack of importance on an individual encounter with Christ in religious education. The goal of evangelization is not simply to catechize an individual but to go beyond education and reveal Christ to them. It seems that religious education is not living up to the true meaning of Original Solitude. The fact that man finds himself only through a profound encounter with his Creator seems to have been lost.  For example, many children’s catechesis programs do not have this theological truth in mind: that we, as human beings thirsting for God, need to have an encounter with Christ before we can commit to following Him. 
We cannot truly follow Christ unless we first know him. That is, we cannot know about Him if we do not first know him on a personal level through prayer. This is how we find our connection to God. This is how man finds his “deepest longing”. It is how man taps into his original solitude. If we do not have this personal relationship with Him, our faith will be meaningless. 
Individual Examples
It is quite evident that many children’s religious education programs are treating the Faith simply as a subject in school rather than what should be the most important thing in these children’s lives. Through interviewing several religious education directors and individuals themselves who have participated in these programs, the conclusion has been made that these programs are not effective in bringing about a strong commitment to Christ among children.
These individuals’ experiences with religious education programs have been negative. They experienced Catholicism not as a personal encounter with Christ but as an external imposition on their lives. The rules and list of material to memorize in these classes provided them with a poor representation of Catholicism. It caused them to view the Faith as an arbitrary list of rules to follow rather for what it truly is: a religion based on freedom. 
One interviewee claimed that her time spent in religious education classes did not provide her with a reason for practicing the faith. Instead, it provided her with a list of material to memorize and external impositions on her life. And this mentality drove her away the idea of being Catholic. She did not realize that Christ was a real human being until after several years of being in the program. Instead, she believed Christ was simply a mythical figure and not someone that actually existed. She recounts coming home to her mom and stating, “Did you know Jesus is actually real?” Interview with a former religous education student (All interviews were confidential), March 2018. 
She felt as if religious education classes were simply an arbitrary imposition with no meaning for her everyday life. “All day I went to school, and I was told to be good”, she stated, “… and I went to [religious education classes], and I was told to be good again, but for Jesus. But I didn’t know who Jesus was, so that did not make sense to me”. Ibid. Her classes taught her that the story of salvation is simply a nice story with no real meaning other than to be a good person. 
Her experience with receiving the Sacraments was similar to her education about Christ. “The Sacraments felt like random extra things that were required of Catholics, but they were not explained to me in a way that made sense.” Ibid. She was told what would occur during the ceremony of the Sacraments, but she was never taught the significance of them. Her experience of them was described as “Jesus sprinkles” on top of her everyday life and “ecclesiastical positive law randomly made up by the Church”. Ibid. Confirmation, for her, felt like a graduation from both religious education class and from church, along with her graduation from eighth grade. Her teachers, too, told her that if she did not know the required material to memorize, she would not pass the test and would, therefore, not receive confirmation. For her, this was not disappointing because she could not get confirmed but because she would have to repeat religious education classes.
When asked why she believes that religious education has, in a sense, failed her, she stated that it partially has to do with the teachers themselves. These religious education teachers did not have proper theological training, being that they were local parents who volunteered for the ministry. Therefore, they did not have the proper means to educate the children on an authentic understanding of the Catholic Faith. 
Discussing why many children do not have a desire to practice the faith, she suggested that perhaps it is because children are not given a reason to practice the Faith. “We get kids do things all the time that are not random.” Ibid. She recounts how she played softball as a young girl and had to go to practice everyday. She did things that were not enjoyable for her. However, these exercises did not seem random to her because she knew the reason she was doing them. But for her religious education classes, there was no connection made for her as to why the discipline was meaningful. She does not recall being told that these classes were meaningful for her life, so her mentality toward them became a negative one. 
Of the students who attended religious education along with the interviewee, not one of them, from what she can recall, still practices the Faith. She remembered one classmate, who is now a minister for the United Church of Christ. “This person had a hunger for God”, she said “but she was not given the opportunity to express that in [religious education classes]”. Ibid. And now this person has turned to fill her hunger for God outside of the Catholic Church. 
This story brings up the question of how people are influenced to the live the Faith. When it comes down to it, she believes that family and culture have more of an impact on children than the Church will. If the children’s background is not focused on God or the Church, they will most likely not have a desire to learn about religious matters in these types of classroom settings. 
When the interviewee was actually exposed to people living the faith rather than people who simply talked about the Faith, she was transformed. She describes an experience with the Franciscan Friars of the Renewal. Through this group of friars, she experienced a profound encounter with Christ for the first time in her life. The friars were authentically living the Faith through praising God in Eucharistic Adoration and through service to the poor. They did not just talk about the faith, but they authentically lived out their faith. And this group of people inspired her to live the Faith herself. 
The interviewee brought the conversation back to the metaphysical problem in which many children are faced. “The problem is our culture as a whole” we should give them some sort of encounter with Christ. Ibid. “We are not in the 50’s anymore. What we need to do now is evangelize the kids”. Ibid. This involves getting them to know Jesus before introducing them to the educational part of the Faith, she stated. It should include taking them to Holy Hours in Eucharistic Adoration and teaching them how to pray and praise God. After an experiential encounter with Christ, they are then more inclined to have a desire to know about Him through religious education classes. In other words, the children should first be evangelized to before they can be catechized. “An atheist can memorize the sacraments”, she stated. Ibid. If the Church wants to build up true followers of Christ, we must first plant that desire in the students’ hearts through a personal encounters with Christ before teaching them anything else. 
Another interviewee claimed that religious education classes did not provide him with a profound encounter with Christ either. Interview with a former religous education student (All interviews were confidential), March 2018. He attended religious education classes at his parish from first grade to the time he received confirmation in eighth grade. After he received Confirmation, he decided to no longer attended religious education classes. Like the previous interviewee, he did not feel as if he was getting anything out of the program. He felt as if it was not enriching his faith life at all. For him, religious education classes consisted of reading the weekly material, answering questions, and memorizing questions in order to receive the Sacraments. He described his time spent in the classroom as simply transactional. He did not experience an encounter with Christ nor did he have a personal relationship with Him. It was not until he entered college and attended a conference with the Fellowship of Catholic University students that he truly encountered Christ for the first time in his life. 
	Parish Examples
The Directors of Religious Education who oversee these parish-based programs were interviewed for this paper. One director from the Diocese of Allentown, PA, commented on the requirements to receive the Sacrament of Confirmation at her parish. “We don’t consider them requirements but activities to help them discover the presence of the Holy Spirit in their lives.” Interview with a Director of Religious Education (All interviews were anonymous), March 2018. Overall, the director stressed the fact that students cannot be forced to do anything. The program presents certain requirements that must be met, and the parish will assist the students reaching those requirements. 
It seems, them, that the standard these children must reach in order to receive the Sacrament is not very high. The director commented that the estimated drop-out rate for students after receiving Confirmation is 40%-60%. This statistic reveals that many of the students participate in the program only to get confirmed and not to enrich their faith lives. Similar to the first interviewee’s experience with religious education, these students most likely did not have a profound encounter with Christ. They did not have an experience with Christ that would motivate them to continue their religious education. Just like the first interviewee, Confirmation, for them, seems to be a graduation from religious education rather than the beginning of their journeys with Christ. 
At another parish in the Diocese of Allentown, PA, the drop-out rate after confirmation is significantly lower than most Catholic parishes. The Director of Religious Education at this parish reported that only about 10% of the Confirmation classes discontinue attending religious education programs after they are confirmed in eighth grade. Interview with a Director of Religious Education (All interviews were anonymous), March 2018. The director claims that the reason for this significant attendance rate is because the program at this parish emphasizes that Confirmation is not a graduation from religious education class but, rather, the beginning of their relationship with Christ. While the students meet the requirements to receive Confirmation, the teachers instill in the students that the requirements are not simply homework assignments but activities to prepare them for the Sacrament. They also strongly encourage their students to cultivate a personal relationship with Christ. Further, after the students graduate from eighth grade, there is continued faith formation support within the parish during the high school years. Overall, then, this parish seems to be doing something right in their religious education programming. This parish, however, is an exception to most Catholic parishes in the United States. 
Implementing Changes  
It seems that religious preparation classes in the Catholic Church, then, are mostly based on memorizing information in order to pass a test or putting in service hours in order to receive Confirmation. There seems to be no concentration on encountering Christ on a personal level or building a one-on-one relationship with God. The main goal of catechesis, then, should not be to jump through hoops to get the catechumens through the program. Instead, it should be based on bringing people into a real relationship with Christ, and then educating them on the tenets of the faith. And this education should occur once they have the desire to do so. The dynamics of the Christian life is that a person knows Christ. And if a catechesis program is not brining this about it to its students, it is clearly failing.
Because the root of the problem is a metaphysical one, there is no simple solution to the problem. However, it is imperative that any religious education program be based on an encounter with Christ.
 One way students encounter Christ is through a ministry known as NET (National Evangelization Team) Ministries. Sending forth 175 Catholic missionaries per year, this ministry devotes their focus on bringing the message of the Gospel to middle school and high school students throughout the United States. “Our Mission,” Net Ministries, http://www.netusa.org/mission/. They bring about this encounter through the witness of their own personal faith testimonies and by leading retreats for the youth. 
On these retreats, the students encounter Christ in a personal way. Through dramas, talks, music, and the personal testimony of the missionaries, the retreatants do not just learn about Christ, but they truly get to have a personal encounter with Him. Youth who have participated in these retreats report that they have truly been changed by the experience, and many of them become NET Missionaries themselves. Compared to religious education in the Church, then, retreat experiences such as NET and ministries of the like seem to be making a greater impact on the Church. 
To truly change the way Catholicism is presented to young people, religious education must undergo a profound change. First and foremost, the students must know the why of their education. They must know that they are loved beyond measure by the Creator of the Universe. They must know that Christ has died for their sins and has redeemed them. Once they know these basic truths of the faith and believe them with their hearts, they will no longer feel as if they are forced to attend classes. They will, instead, have a deep desire to know more about the Faith and pursue a relationship with Christ. 
CONCLUSION
An encounter with Christ, then, is so imperative for man. In order to tap in to his transcendent longing for God present in Original Solitude, he must first come to know the love God has to offer him in Christ. Unless this initial revelation takes place, the human person will have no desire to pursue a relationship with Him. This necessity is why providing religious education students with an encounter with Christ is so important. They must first and foremost come to the knowledge of their own longing for God. If this longing for God is established, they will be less likely to reach for the Divine in finite things. Further, religious education will cease causing people to develop an animosity toward the Church. Rather, they will be able to develop a desire to pursue holiness. Through their own self-gift to God, which is exemplified perfectly in the Blessed Virgin Mary, followers of Christ can be more drawn to overcoming the metaphysical problem that is so present in society.
Pope John Paul II said it best when he spoke at World Youth day in 2000:
It is Jesus that you seek when you dream of happiness; He is waiting for you when nothing else you find satisfies you; He is the beauty to which you are so attracted; it is He who provoked you with that thirst for fullness that will not let you settle for compromise; it is He who urges you to shed the masks of a false life; it is He who reads in your hearts your most genuine choices, the choices that others try to stifle. It is Jesus who stirs in you the desire to do something great with your lives, the will to follow an ideal, the refusal to allow yourselves to be grounded down by mediocrity, the courage to commit yourselves humbly and patiently to improving yourselves and society, making the world more human and more fraternal. John Paul II, 15th World Youth Day Address of the Holy Father, Vatican website, 19 August, 2000, w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/speeches/2000/jul-sep/documents/hf_jp-ii_spe_20000819_gmg-veglia.html, sec. 5.
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These words by this great saint speak of the desire of every man’s heart: Jesus Christ. It is only through Him that humans find the true happiness for which they have been searching. It is only through the beauty of His sacrifice on the Cross that man comes to know true, authentic love. And this love is what drives him to pursue the path of virtue. The more man commits himself to following Him, the more his heart will be converted, and the more the deepest longings and desires of his heart will be found. 

