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COMMENTARY

We can convert ourselves from the outside in

By Dr. Patricia Schoelles, SSJ
Courier columnist

One way to express the goal of the
Christian life is in terms of personal
conversion, or transformation. We are
all in the process of “putting on
Christ,” learning to be His disciples
in new and better ways.

Identifying this as the goal of our
lives, of course, still leaves open the
question ‘of how the transformation
takes place. To answer this question,
we often talk about God’s grace,
God’s action in our lives, and our re-
sponse to God. We continually are be-
ing transformed into “the new per-
son” God calls into being through
God’s grace and our response.

I used to think that this continual
conversion process happened exclu-
sively “from the inside out.” That is,
thought that God would first trans-
form my interior being, my heart, my
mind, my unconscious feeling and
thought processes. Grace would act
on my innermost self and, afterward,
my actions would follow.

In this framework, I thought that
God had to put a great love of prayer
in my heart, which I would need to
“feel” or be conscious of. Then I
would begin to pray often and with
the heart of someone who loves to
pray. My outward, observable actions
would follow an interior conversion
of heart. . "

Another example might be love of
the poor. For a long time, I thought
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that as soon as God put a great Jove
for the poor in my heart, my actions
would follow. I would begin to take
up the cause of the poor and begin
to act on their behalf. I might work
in a soup kitchen, or help people in
need link up with agencies and groups
that might help them. I thought God
had to act within me before my ex-
ternal actions would change.

This picture of “conversions from
the inside out” is a true account of
some of the transformations that have
come about in my life. But it does not
capture the reality of all of these con-

versions. In fact, many of the trans-

formations in my life have occurred
in just the reverse order. They have
occurred “from the outside in.”

1

Many times the interior conversions

. of my heart seem to be the result of '
‘Gutward actions I have undertaken. "

My change of heart seems to rely on
some action I have taken, or some
new experience that has occurred in
my life. For me, waiting for God to
“zap” my soul'so that I would come
to love prayer and make a habit of it
did not seem to happen. In fact, it
wasn’t until I started praying that my
“interior disposition” toward prayer
changed at all! Tt was the activity of |
praying that seemed to help change
my heart. ‘

Similarly, any love for the poor |
know within me seems to have fol- i
lowed upon very concrete actions [
undertook with and on behalf of poor
people. Waiting for an interior grace |
of love for the poor in order to serve |
in a soup kitchen is one way to pro- !
ceed. But I have found that getting up |
and serving in the soup kitchen is !
what encourages a love for the poor |
within me. - ;

I think that many times our expe- |
riences and actions are a source of |
conversion and transformation for us.
This means, of course, that what [ do |
is very important, since it can actual- |
ly affect who I become!

Two wonderful 20th-eentury the-
ologians hint at this sort of “conver- .
sion from the outside in.” In a pas- |
sage from his book “The Cost of Dis-
cipleship,” Dietrich Bonhoeffer ad-
vises Christians that if their faith
seems weak, they should get up and

perform a concrete act of care for an-
other person. If [ heard someone’s
faith was weak, I'd probably tell the
person to go to church, or say more
prayers, or spend more time in re-
flection on Scripture. Instead, Bon-
hoeffer tells such a person 10 go DO
something for another as an aid to his
or her own faith development.

Johann Metz says much the same
thing. If you find some "unbelief™
within yourself, seek out someone
who’s poor or down on her luck,
and spend some time with that per-
son. It's good for your faith, Metz
tells us.

If this is true, and your own expe-
rience may verify that it is, then the
concrete actions we perform actually
make a whole lot of difference in
terms of who we become and how our
faith takes shape. It’s also somewhat
simple to think about: if we want to
become good prayers, we should pray.
If we want to become good at charity
or love of God and neighbor, we
should perform concret. cts of help
for others. If we want to share in
God’s love of the.poor and marginal-
ized, we should spend some time with
those people. If we want to become
honest people, we should tell the
truth.

What's good for our souls, it seems,
is what we do with our bodies! Some-
times it behooves us to remember that
what happens in our souls actually de-
pends on where we put ourselves and
what we do.
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MOVE THE WEDDING ‘o ]
PARTY TO OUR HOUSE I =y

7

PINES OF PERINTON
Whitney Rd. Rt. 250

» Discounted rates available.
Call and make your reservations now!
1300 Jefferson Road, Rochester, NY 14623

(716) 272-8850

For that one special occassion you'll want perfection.

2279 Clifford Ave. 482-1001

(near Culver)
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GmatTame | Shvee ¢ | Becker’s
l PREE TooX. N | B HOMEMADE CANDIES ~ &  |A Great Place for Getting Started
e 475 Tiec Wedding Cake ™ . "™ =5 Wedding Candy Specialties &2 436-5129
I WEDDING CAKES - SWEETS TABLES l g Open Daity 10 -6 g: | 1461 BUFFALO RD. at Howard
COOKIE TRAYS - ITALIAN PASIT/:IE%MSO = 623 Park Avenue 473-2098 2
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2267 Clifford Ave., Rochester, NY 14609 S VE - DO T YOURSELF g lw’ A
* Bii ] . ns
CAKE DECORATING Wi i NEWSPAPERS
, ANNJEE 7 Bake Ol Smoothe Affordabile Connections by Prestige Chr New York Tirs
i A Decerasiny | Specializing in Cheesecakes Create A Favor Del;z. NEWS » BUSINESS » SPORTS « TRAVEL
i fﬁ & Candy Uniquely Designed and bistributed b
: Suppties | Decorated Wedding Cakes. You make or we make istributed by
272-8608 272-0800 10% Discount with this ad MANSON NEWS DISTRIBUTORS
634 South Ave., Roch., NY

Genesee Valley Regional Market
900 Jefferson Road * Rochester

Located in the Craft Gallery 3542 W. Ridge Road

Near Walmart, Elm Ridge Center 266-5472

RECEPTIONS

THE
BRASSERIE
- For private, intimale parties
up to 150 people.
Eastman Place + 387 E. Main St.
232-3350

Phanorea's

“Make Your Special Day A Memorable One”

3 Banquet Rooms
1713 LYELL AVENUE ROCHESTER, NY 14606

(716) 254-0028
“From 50 10.1000 People”
() U Since 1955
10gans FOR PRIVATE PARTIES

3 Distinctive Dining Rooms

Spacious Private Cocktail Lounges
235-6978
1420 Scottsville Road Robert O'Connor
Rochester, NY 14624 Richard O'Connor

“ROCHESTER’S

PARTY HOUSE”

Accommodations for 50-1500 Guests
1020 Maple Street 436-2112

MOST ELEGANT

RED MEN’S PARTY HOUSE
» WEDDINGS * RECEPTIONS » SHOWERS |

» BANQUETS « MEETINGS l

Coordinating memorable events for over 50 years.
ACCOMMODATING 50-800 25

1001 Lexington Avenue 4-6220 i

244-3880
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Receptions «-Rehearsals - Showers
Accommodations to 300 Guests

(716) 546-2490 - 1400 Midtown Tower




